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Introduction 


My name is Noah Power and | tend to ramble and bounce from topic 
to topic a bit - so try to keep up, okay ? My teachers had a name for it but | 
didn’t care. | just like thinking about stuff. So, these are the events that 
happened to me when | had just entered my teen years a decade ago. 


My life and view of the world has changed a lot since moving from 
Canada to Cambodia in South East Asia. Maybe after reading these pages, 
your world view will be broadened as well. 


| have learned to express myself more clearly over the years and | 
sometimes use bigger, better words. If you don’t know what some of them 
mean, look them up. Or better yet, use the glossary | made for you at the 
end of my story. 


The people you will meet in this story are just regular people, like the 
ones you already know. Every day we get up and put on our pants ‘one leg at 
a time’ — a reminder to us that we cannot fly like Supermen. We face the day 
not knowing what will happen next. And we meet the challenges with 
curiosity and all our human frailty. 


What this adventure has taught me is that we will get the most out of 
each day if we keep our eyes and mind open. Don’t waste precious moments 
when there are experiences to be had. Look up from your screen from time 
to time and appreciate the wonders around you. Let your imagination soar. 


And when you have a good story to read, like this one - | hope you 
are never alone. Your mind will take you to new places that you could never 
before have imagined. You never know when an opportunity will present 
itself. Just be open-minded and ready when it does. 
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Part | — Pack Your Bags 


Chapter 1— Your Mission 


| daydream a lot. The average person speaks at a rate of about 150 
words per minute. The human brain thinks at a rate of about 1,500 words per 
minute. Whether or not this was true, | liked the idea that | could let my mind 
wander, and return to the teacher’s lecture without missing a beat. And | 
could do this at a rate of about ... ten words in my mind ... to one of the 
teacher’s spoken words ... and still follow the lesson. 


You’re probably doing that right now. How often did you read a word 
or sentence in that last paragraph and think of something else before you 
came back to the next line? See ? It works ! You can do it too. 


Like any middle school guy my age, | had distractions that | had to 
contend with. | was listening to the teacher’s lesson, with my elbow on my 
desk and my chin in my cupped hand, and thinking and at the same time 
about how Sonya was playing with her long black hair. | wondered what 
shampoo she used, and how long it took her to dry it, and how did it smell ? 
It curled half way down her back and ..... 


“Noah Power, what is the Union of Pacific Countries ?“ 


Mr. Healy, our ageing, Middle School Social Sciences teacher, had 
that impatient look on his face, but accepted my brief and stilted reply. | 
rambled off some vague recollection of how all the countries that border on 
the Pacific Ocean wanted to form an alliance for free trade. He gave us alla 
bored smile. Maybe it was time for an early retirement. 


Then he gave us some historical background about explorers who 
had first travelled that part of the world sponsored by their European 
country. One character, a British sea captain named Bligh, was ordered to sail 
his ship ‘The Bounty’ from England to the Pacific Ocean. He was to pick up 
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some breadfruit plants, and then deliver them half way around the world to 
the Gulf of Mexico. They were to be replanted in the British colonies there 
and used as cheap food for the slaves in the Caribbean. Of course they 
weren't really trees that grew bread. But that is what they looked like. 


But apparently the crew was smitten by the beauty of the Tahitian 
women running around wearing only grass skirts and no tops! Naturally they 
wanted to mutiny and remain on the tropical islands with their new 
girlfriends. England, at that time of year, was pretty cold and wet. 


That was a lot of distraction for my wandering imagination. | had to 
work harder at controlling how | split my attention between what was and 
what could be. It was a constant tug-of-war between imagining what the 
tropical lifestyle was really like, and what was going to be on the next test. 


Mr. Healy was a popular teacher. He knew how to throw in the odd 
joke to see if the class was paying attention. He wanted to give us time to 
digest the important facts. So he made up a story about pirates and sailing 
ships: 


One day a sailor, acting as look-out high up in the crow’s 
nest, yelled to the captain below, “Captain, | see 2 Pirate ships 
approaching off the port side.” The Captain ordered his Cabin Boy to 
go below and get his red shirt, into which the Captain quickly 
changed. A huge battle followed and the Captain’s crew won the day. 


That night the crew asked why the Captain wanted to wear 
his red shirt. He informed them that if he was cut with a sword while 
wearing his white shirt the crew would see the blood and panic. But 
the red shirt would disguise the blood and they would continue to 
fight on. 


The next day the guy in the crow’s nest yelled to the Captain 
below, “Captain | see 5 Pirate ships off the starboard side.” The Cabin 
Boy looked up at the Captain and asked if he should go fetch the red 
shirt. The Captain replied, “No,...bring me my brown pants!” 
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Mr. Healy paused for effect. Everyone was laughing except me. | had 
picked the wrong time to daydream — again! But | faked a chuckle and 
pretended to understand the brown pants humour. 


The day wore on, and eventually it was time for the long walk home. 
There was a free school bus service provided by the Ministry of Education. 
But | had listened to one-too-many lectures from my grandfather about how 
kids today are soft and spoiled. | wanted to prove him wrong. 


So | had started the routine of walking the 45 minutes that it took to 
get home rather than riding the bus. Besides, it was a perfect time to unwind, 
and let my fertile imagination have a workout, without being humiliated for 
inattentiveness in a room full of peers. The weather was crisp, and still very 
pleasant. Most of the leaves had fallen along the tree lined sidewalk and they 
were slippery to walk on after the mid-day rain storm. So | walked slowly. 


Walking also helped me work off that chocolate moon pie dessert 
that | had such a weakness for. They sold them in the school cafeteria. Some 
parents were lobbying the school to supply healthier snacks. But the school 
made so much money from the sale of junk food and soft drinks that the 
parents only got a polite smile from the school office. The profits from junk 
food bought sports team uniforms. What’s wrong with this situation, huh? 


| would have to do something soon about that extra weight | was 
carrying. Sports were not on my list of top 10 things to do in my spare time. 
So walking was the best alternative | could find to lessen my guilt over my 
distaste for organized team activities. 


About half way home | had to walk through the railway underpass. It 
served as a short cut for pedestrians and cars alike. It was getting pretty old 
after too many winters of salting the snow to keep the pavement from 
getting icy and to keep traffic moving. The concrete was not designed to 
withstand that kind of corrosion. And the city had given up on painting over 
the graffiti. lt was a creepy place, but | didn’t mind. 
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For no particular reason, on this day | happened to look up just as | 
was passing a strange drawing on the wall of the under rail tunnel. | had not 
noticed it there before even though | passed through this underpass every 
day on my way to and from school. | guess | really do daydream a lot. This 
drawing was painted by someone who had talent. It was of a shapely young 
woman with a strange tiara on her head and a long wrap around skirt. 


After the Bounty story, | was developing an interest in all things 
tropical and she most certainly looked like the island girls | had imagined who 
captured the hearts of the crew of the Bounty. She looked like someone from 
a different century and it was hard to tell what she was wearing. But it may 
have been some kind of sarong. | snapped a picture on my phone and, like 
those detectives always say , | made a mental note to investigate this one. 


My parents raised me to be considerate and law abiding and respect 
public property. But this place was a mess of graffiti. | couldn’t make sense of 
why people would want to deface public property and risk jail time. But at 
the same time | understood that it was their way of publicly expressing their 
inner thoughts and frustrations. But like | said, this artist had talent. 


| imagined that maybe this could be turned into an assignment that 
Mr. Healy could give the class as a creative writing project. During art class, 
we could draw and colour a graffiti style picture that had a message of social 
awareness.,... like putting your litter in the bin, or like the ‘Quit Smoking’ , or 
reduce the use of plastic bags. But it had to look like a graffiti style picture. 


Then for Language Arts, we could add a narrative, with a public 
message that might change people’s attitudes towards cleaner and healthier 
living. That thought kept my mind busy for the rest of the walk home. 


28 KOK KKK KK KK 


When | arrived home Mom was in the kitchen getting a head start on 
supper before her tutor-student arrived. She had to stretch to reach a pot on 
the back burner of the stove that had steam rising from it, and smelled 
heavenly. At the same time she absentmindedly asked how my day had gone. 
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Mom was ‘short-but-spunky’, as Grandfather often said. She was one 
of the few Moms | knew who worked from home. Her math tutoring after 
school was her way of keeping her mind active and at the same time 
contributing to the household income. 


She had 4 students per week, one each day after school for an hour. 
They were all high school kids thankfully. That way | did not have to face my 
own middle school classmates outside of school hours. 


Being an introvert, like me, it was tough enough facing everyone ona 
daily basis in class. But having kids you know from your school, sitting around 
your dining room table, taking up your mother’s time, and making small talk 
with you before and after the lesson, would be ... unbearable. 


Mom was firm. But she knew how to break down complex ideas. So 
her tutoring was popular and she could have taken on more students if she 
wanted. She didn’t. 


By 6:30 Dad had arrived home, Mom was done with her tutoring, | 
had finished my homework, and it was time for dinner. My parents insisted 
that we have a proper sit down dinner at the table, with all three of us, every 
day. It was a time where we could share our day’s events. 


| used to complain that | wanted to bring my plate into the living 
room, to the coffee table, and sit on the floor watching TV. But maybe you 
noticed that | already told you, my Mom was firm, so | eventually relented 
and gradually grew to enjoy our family time. 


Mom had been experimenting with Asian recipes she found on the 
internet and there were no complaints from Dad or me. Rice was nice. And 
Mom had a way of fine tuning a recipe just by instinct, so that it was not too 
spicy, and not too bland. Dad and | were appreciative guinea pigs and happy 
to sample her chicken-cashew and her “kao pad-sapaloat” or fried rice and 
pineapple with dozens of secret herbs and spices — a recipe that Colonel 
Sanders would have loved to get his hands on. 
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Being an only child had its advantages. For instance, | could have an 
uninterrupted conversation with my parents any time | wanted to. But 
tonight took on a different tone. Tonight Dad started going on and on like a 
lecture about how cold the winters were lately, despite climate change. 


And then he shifted the conversation to the benefits of life in the 
tropics. This was a very different from our usual chit chat about sports, 
federal politics and local government, which | generally tolerated. Something 
was up. But being quiet by nature, | just listened. 


Finally, he loosened his tie, and he came out with the big bomb. Dad 
was pretty good at his job. He was an investment banker and had a 
reputation for predicting the right time and place to put your extra cash, if 
you had any. 


He explained that Canada is part of a group of countries that border 
on the Pacific Ocean. There was a new organization of these countries called 
TPP or Trans Pacific Partnership. They would like to do more trading 
together. They would be sharing ideas, and experts from many fields would 
be needed to bring the poorer countries up to speed economically. He had 
applied for, and was approved for, a secondment to Cambodia. 


It took me a second to realize | didn’t know what a secondment was. 
He explained that it meant that he had applied for a temporary placement to 
do his job in another country. It was pronounced se-KOND-ment and it meant 
that my life as | knew it was over. He had been thoughtful enough to hold off 
on the transfer until the Christmas Break. Then we would make the move. 
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PACIFIC OCEAN 
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Chapter 2 —Chart Your Course! 


We would only be away for less than 2 years, Dad said. So the rest of 
my Middle School education would take place in some country that | couldn’t 
even find on a map. Then | would be finished Middle School and we would be 
home in time for me to enter High School. That was a lifetime away. 


But when he mentioned the part about having a house helper or maid who 
would, among other duties, clean my room for me, the idea started to sound 
a little less traumatic. 


The next day at school | gave Mr. Healy the note from Dad It 
explained that | would be leaving at Christmas to attend school in Cambodia, 
where he had taken a temporary transfer of job. We would need an update 
of my marks and some kind of anecdotal summary of what | had been 
studying. This would be given to the new teacher in Cambodia. 


Of course all the snoops in the class wanted to know more. | didn’t have 
much to tell, yet. So | said I’d pack my brown pants in case there were pirates 
along the way. That got a chuckle from Sonya and for the first time that | 
could remember, | felt pretty clever. 


Christmas Holidays and “D” Day (which was what | started to call 
Departure Day) were only 2 months away and we had a lot to take care of 
before leaving. | never had a passport before, so Mom went online and got 
an application form from the government web site for me to fill out. It was 
very official looking and | made sure to print a rough copy and fill it all in with 
pencil in case | made any mistakes. 


Mom was one of those parents who makes you do a lot of your own stuff. 
She mumbled some comment about building character and independence. 
Some of my friends can’t even boil water without burning it. | can take care 
of myself pretty well. 
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When | had finished filling out the application form, | gave it to Mom 
to check. Then we filled out the PDF version, which allowed data entry in 
required fields, and it was ready for printing and submitting to the Federal 
Government. 


It really wasn’t that hard. And since | had never been divorced, that | 
could recall, or served time in a Federal Correctional Centre | felt pretty sure 
that the approval and passport was a done deal. | was about to become a 
certified Canadian citizen on the move. 


Dad’s secretary looked after the applications for the family visa’s to 
Cambodia. Dad was going to have a work visa, Mom’s was called a spousal 
visa and mine was a student-dependents visa. | was glad | didn’t have to fill 
out those forms. They sounded a bit ominous and involved a lot more 
application fees and various other details. 


Furthermore they had to be approved by a foreign government. But 
the company Dad worked for was an international firm. So they had the 
connections and experience to get things done worldwide, without too much 
delay. 


Dad’s secretary also looked after booking our flights. First we would 
drive to Toronto and leave the car at his brother, Uncle Steve’s place for safe 
keeping. We would need it when we came home for holidays. 


Our first flight would be from Toronto to Taiwan and would last 
about 15 hours. We had to stop there to change planes. Then our final flight 
of about 4 hours would be into Cambodia and our new ‘temporary’ home. 


Dad found a web site called www.flightradar24.com that was able to 
track any airplane in the world onscreen in real time. There are thousands of 
planes in the sky at any given moment. But we were able to enter our flight 
name and number in the search window and we watched that same flight 
that we would soon be on, as it inched across the screen, leaving a tracer 
line, like a ball on the golf channel. It was pretty slow on the screen. But in 
real time, the data said that it was cruising at almost 600 miles per hour, with 
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a tail wind. The next day | was impressed to see the complete flight path 
traced on the screen showing where we would be going. 


| was curious about a vertical line on the screen called the 
International Date Line. Dad tried to explain that the left side of the line was, 
for example, a Tuesday and the right side was a Monday. The earth was 
spinning from right to left, meaning those on the left were 12 hours ahead of 
us in Ontario. But that was too much for my brain, so | put that thought on 
hold for the moment. 


That night in bed, | had a dream. We were on a plane that crashed in 
the Pacific. Mom and Dad and | were the only survivors. And there, in the 
tropical sunshine and powder white beach sand, was a turquoise bay full of 
fish waiting to be caught. 


Maybe we would find some of those breadfruits that Captain Bligh 
was transporting. For the next couple of weeks | fell asleep imagining us 
stranded on that tropical island with beautiful native girls tending to my 
superficial wounds from the plane crash. Mornings came too quickly. 


During those weeks leading up to Christmas and “D-Day” | became a 
minor celebrity among my classmates. No one | knew had been farther than 
Disney Land in Florida. And that was considered pretty special. 


Brian had a photo of himself and his sister with Goofy while they 
were eating breakfast at the Disney theme park resort. His parents had 
posted it on Facebook and then tagged him, so it was not easy for Brian to 
hide from this embarssment. He acted cool about it and made faces like you 
do at Christmas when you want adults to know, that you know, that it is 
really Uncle Steve in the Santa costume. 


No one in my class had ever been to the other side of the planet with 
their own eyes. Mr. Healy made a fuss about me being the first to 
circumnavigate the globe and this embarrassed me a bit. Just a bit. 


He took a beat up old globe, the size of a basketball, off the shelf and 
blew some dust off of it. Then he put one finger on where we were at the 
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moment in Ontario, Canada and with the other hand he pointed a finger to 
where the map said Cambodia. 


The old globe had a different name for Cambodia - | wondered, when 
did they decide to change the name to Kampuchea and back again? But | 
knew | would soon find out the answer to that oddity. Meanwhile | was 
impressed that Mr. Healy’s fingers on opposite sides of the globe looked as if 
they could touch if he could poke them through the globe. And that’s when 
reality hit me. 


My dreams of being stranded on a tropical island with beautiful 
native girls tending my wounds ended suddenly. | started dreaming about 
waking up in the middle of the night, but it was the middle of the day for all 
my friends. | dreamed about dark skinned people talking in a strange 
language that | couldn’t understand. And | could not find my way home. 


That fertile imagination that | had previously enjoyed releasing into 
the frontier of my daydreaming now started to give me nightmares. | would 
wake in a panic with fragments of dreams bouncing around like an old 
fashioned pin-ball machine in my brain; from kidnapping, to food poisoning, 
to attacks by exotic poisonous snakes. 


One night | had a dream about my new teacher screaming at me ina 
language | could not understand and sending me to the office where | was 
whipped with a bamboo cane for the crime of chewing gum. 


But at school | never let on what demonic fears | was struggling with. 
For the sake of my parents and more so my personal pride, | put on a brave 
face each day and presented a running list of fascinating random facts to my 
classmates about my coming destination: 
e The average daily temperature would be about 20 degrees at 
night and 30+ degrees during the day, all year round. 
e Rice was the staple food. 
e Almost 2 million people were murdered during the Pol Pot 
Regime. 
e Angelina Jolie filmed part of the movie ‘Tomb Raiders’ in 
Cambodia. 
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My newfound knowledge proved to be the perfect excuse to start 
conversations with classmates. Eventually | got the email addresses of most 
of the ones | thought | would want. | also made a whole new swath of 
Facebook friends from among the in-crowd in our class. Suddenly | was a 
minor celebrity, worth the time of day to them. But at the same time, ... 
suddenly | discovered that | didn’t really care anymore about what most of 
that shallow group thought of me. It was such a funny contradiction running 
inside of me. 


| did put Sonya’s email address in that small inside pocket in my 
wallet and | promised to accept her as a friend on Facebook and any other 
social media she was on. Dad had talked about something over dinner that | 
needed to research. He mentioned that some of his North American friends 
were opening “What’s App” accounts to stay in touch. That was nothing new. 


But he had heard from the office in Cambodia that in South East 
Asia, which we soon started referring to as SEA, an app called LINE was the 
social communication link of choice among most people. So | guess my phone 
was going to get an overhaul before leaving Canada. 


First, on my to-do list , | needed to get all my summer clothes out of 
the bottom drawers and figure out which ones still fit. | had been in one of 
those growth spurts you always hear about. And some of my hot weather 
clothes just didn’t fit anymore. Mom assured me that clothes in Cambodia 
were very cheap to buy, and not to worry about it for the moment. In fact 
many clothes sold in North America were made in Cambodia. People working 
in the sewing or garment factories only make about $10 CDN per day. 


She also informed me that my new school insisted on uniforms. | was 
feeling more like a condemned prisoner by the minute. When she showed 
me the Cambodian school web site, | was embarrassed to see all the kids 
wearing not just matching uniforms but short pants! Dad was going to owe 
me some kind of special treat for putting me through this torture and 
embarrassment. 
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Mom helped as we boxed up lots of outgrown clothes and some of 
her and Dad’s clothes that had shrunk. We popped them in the car and 
hauled them over to the second hand clothing store. 


While Mom chatted with the staff, | wandered around the thrift store 
and noticed lots of exotic things that | had not been paying attention to 
before. | guess a lot of folks went on ‘sun holidays’ and brought back junk 
that seemed cool at the time, but just cluttered up their homes. 


So here the junk sat, waiting for someone else to take it home and 
clutter their homes: Mexican straw hats with huge brims, dozens of sea shells 
that really did sound like the ocean waves when you held them to your ear, 
and even a huge aqua blue stuffed sword fish mounted on a board. Useless ! 


What | really needed was those brown pants that the pirate wore. 
But there were none in my size. | did pick up a pair of binoculars which 
looked a bit weathered but useable. It is kind of funny when you look through 
them backwards, using the big ends towards your eyes, everything looks like 
it is far , far away. That was appropriate for where | was going. 
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Chapter 3-_ Set Sail... 


It was a sad farewell when the day came to say goodbye. Not 
goodbye, but as my Grand Mother always said — just ‘so long for now’ ! But 
the day passed more quickly than | had imagined. | had visualized my 
departure day at school being full of long speeches and good bye hugs and so 
on. 


But everyone was in such a rush to get on with Christmas Holidays. 
The last day was over before | had time to make the appropriate sad 
expressions and reactions that | had practiced in the mirror the previous 
night. Yes | am that shallow ! 


Promises of staying in touch were shouted as we parted. Sonya did 
give me a beautiful Christmas card with the nativity scene on it. Inside she 
wrote her email address again and promised to accept my Facebook friend 
request. That was the best Christmas present | could have hoped for. 


As soon as | got home from school my parents were waiting at the 
door with our bags. We hopped in the car and bid farewell to our humble 
home in the north. Mom’s sister promised to check in on the empty house 
every week. We didn’t need or want to rent it out so it would sit empty with 
the furnace temperature set just high enough to prevent freeze ups. 


| was asleep by the time we got to Parry Sound and stayed that way 
for most of the drive. Dad said | was like that as a baby. As soon as we got on 
a highway, | would snore like a baby. Well ... what was a baby supposed to 
sound like if not a baby ? 


When we got to Toronto, Uncle Steve and Aunt Denise were 
wonderful hosts as always. After a couple of bottles of wine with dinner for 
the grown-ups, the hugs and sentiments grew more animated and we all had 
to take an oath to keep in touch and not let the family feel deserted. 
Everyone promised to use every social media and VOIP available and make 


20 


Transfer of Power 


efforts to return sooner than later. Funny how a bottle of wine makes people 
so sentimental. 


We were scheduled to fly out Christmas morning, so we got to open 
our gifts early. | was totally overwhelmed when my uncle and aunt presented 
me with a new compact camera. It had high lux for taking photos in dark 
settings. It could take burst shots of 10 photos in succession. 


My cheap phone had a camera that was pretty useless but this high 
end camera would be my new favourite possession. | would document my 
travels with pictures, the way Captain Bligh kept a written journal of travels. 
But in this case, a picture is worth a thousand words. You do the math. 


Best of all it had a Blue Tooth connection so | could link it to my 
phone and send photos as data. Uncle Steve was a trivia buff. He told me the 
story of Blue Tooth. In Sweden many years ago there was a king who was 
very diplomatic and managed to bring together many different warring tribes 
to live in peace. He liked blueberries a lot. And he ate so many that his teeth 
became permanently stained blue. So they named him ‘Blue Tooth’. 


It was fitting that a program that could communicate and link with 
many different electronic devices such as phones, car stereos, cameras and 
so on, and get them to communicate in peace, be named after this king who 
could unite warring tribes. 


Next morning, bright and early, we were deposited at the Departure 
Level of Pearson International Airport. Departing passengers are expected to 
check in at least 2 hours before their flight. | guess that was so that there 
would be an audience for that one guy who shows up late! There’s always 
one. 


Hugs were plentiful and we all had a tear to shed. The security police 
glared at us to indicate that we had been granted sufficient emotional 
farewell time at the curb, and it was necessary to move the parade along. So 
Uncle Steve and Aunt Denise threw kisses and made their way out of the curb 
lane and were gone. 
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We were early and had to wait for almost half an hour before our 
ticketed airline opened their departure counters. Since we were the first to 
park our bags at the departure ticket counter, we got to be the first to deal 
with the details of check in. 


The arriving staff slowly set up their work stations. They were still in a 
jovial mood despite being compelled to work on a holiday. They would get 
holiday pay bonuses. So, for the same work load that they did any other day, 
they got extra pay. As a result the smiles were enthusiastic and sincere. 


Our passports and destination-visa stamps were all in order and the 
bags were under the weight restrictions, which added to the smoothness of 
the transaction. When Dad smiled and informed the check in lady that this 
was my first International Flight, she winked and upgraded us all to Economy 
Plus. 


Since this was actually Christmas Day, most travelers were already at 
their destinations and the plane was not full. Dad explained later that what 
that meant was that, for the Economy price, we would be sitting in the 
Business Class section of the plane, which has larger seats, but the meals 
would still be economy class trays. 


It was a relief to get rid of the big suitcases. The Airlines Lady assured 
us that the bags were checked right through to Cambodia. That would make 
our transfer through Taiwan much less complicated. All we had left to do was 
go through the security and passport check. 


Since the September 11, 2001 planes crashed into the New York 
World Trade Center towers, air travel had become must stricter. We put our 
hand luggage on a conveyor that was scanned like an x-ray machine. Dad had 
to take out his laptop which | didn’t understand. If it can x-ray through bags, 
couldn’t they see that it was a computer? And we had to take off our shoes 
and belts. That was awkward. But from the expression on the security guards 
faces, this was not a debatable issue. 


Mom had bought me some new clothes. She insisted that we get an 
extra size larger since | was growing so fast. My pants were loose and, 


22 


Transfer of Power 


without a belt, | had to hold them up with one hand as | passed through the 
metal detector. The passport check was slow but simple. We had all the 
necessary visa stamps and valid passports long enough for our return. Finally 
we were into the Departure Lounge. 


It felt like a huge shopping mall with very expensive stores. And the 
only thing they really had for sale was alcohol, cigarettes and perfume, or so 
it seemed. | guess the perfume was to cover the stink of the cigarettes and 
booze. 


If you have flown internationally before you can jump to the next 
chapter now. But if you have never had the thrill of 16 hours sitting in a chair, 
read on. 


We did find a Timmies coffee shop where we sat and practiced the 
art of being bored. In movies all you ever see is the plane lifting off and then 
landing. | guess it would be a boring movie if they followed James Bond 
through the entire check in procedure and then the long wait in the 
Departure Lounge. Reality is not like they show you in films — a plane’s 
wheels lifting off and 2 seconds later, touching down. 


We finally lined up at our gate and the flight was mercifully on time. 
It will always be a mystery to me how an airline can move people all around 
the world on a tight schedule and seldom miss a beat. 


Our school field trips were always behind schedule. Someone would 
be forgotten in a washroom. Or traffic would jam us up. Or the old bus would 
break down. You get what you pay for. Schools try to get the cheapest deal 
for field trips. Then you get the bus from the graveyard of buses. Smelly, 
rusty, gears don’t shift properly. Drivers who look like guys who live on park 
benches. 


One time we had to wait 2 hours for a new driver because our 


teacher could smell alcohol on the driver’s breath, so she refused to allow us 
on that bus. | sure hope someone is checking our pilot’s breathe. 
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Dad had travelled by air a number of times on business, which he 
didn’t particularly enjoy. So when his holidays came along, our family 
vacations were always land-only affairs. He loved to drive. 


One summer he rented a camper van and we toured the east coast , 
maritime provinces. We got to fish for cod, which turned out to be pretty 
boring. The next year the government banned cod fishing because stocks 
were getting too low. 


What a difference from when the first explorers came here from 
France and wrote in their diary how plentiful the cod were. And we saw 
Anne’s house with Green Gables in Prince Edward Island. We had read the 
book in English class so | knew the story about the smart mouthed orphan girl 
who was adopted by an old brother and sister. That was weird. 


It was a wonderful summer vacation. Everyone spoke English and ate 
familiar food that we could recognize. From what | had been researching, 
what lay ahead was going to be very different. 


Once we had walked down that creepy departure ramp onto the 
airplane | started to notice things that were very different from any previous 
airplane trip | had been on before. More than half of the passengers were 
Asian. My hometown is pretty “white bread” if you get my drift. Most of the 
folks there are descendants of parents from European countries and they 
migrated to Canada to work in mines and factories. 


But this group loading onto our plane was shorter, and even the old 
men had jet black hair. Call me clever, but I’m going to guess that all these 
old guys were dyeing their hair. The overhead bins were jammed with last 
minute Duty Free bags full of cigarettes and brandy and we were lucky to find 
room for our carry-on luggage. 


The cabin crew were smartly dressed and looked genuinely happy to 
see us. What kind of training do they go through to master that smile? | 
immediately put my tech skills to good use as | mastered the art of 
maneuvering through the entertainment system on the small screen, which 
was to become my best friend over the next 15 hours. 
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This system should be available on every classroom desk. It had 
movies, games, news, and in-flight cameras in the cockpit, and under the 
landing gear. | was pretty sure there would not be one in the washrooms, but 
| went through all the options just to be sure. 


| had watched a couple of funny flight announcements on YouTube. 
So the seatbelt, life jacket and oxygen mask drill was not new. The cabin crew 
did their safety announcements in several different languages, only one of 
which | understood. 


Then the captain welcomed us aboard with a well-rehearsed, brief 
announcement and thanked us for flying with him. Finally | heard the door 
close and a sound of hissing as the cabin was pressurized. We were pushed 
back from the gate and the Captain took over. He taxied us for so long | was 
beginning to think we would drive all the way to SEA on the ground. But | 
knew that was impossible. I’m not in kindergarten! Finally we did a big 180 
degree turn and the power of the thrust pushed me back into the seat. | was 
impressed! But | said a little prayer just to cover all bases. 


The next 15 hours dragged on. How can | explain it but, at the same 
time, the trip flashed by. | don’t think | slept. But maybe | did and didn’t 
realize it. | did watch 3 movies. One of them was a dud so | reset the menu 
and found something more to my liking. After the first meal, the cabin crew 
dimmed the lights and | felt like | did when | was a baby and my parents 
would leave a night light on, and tell me to go to sleep. 


Blankets and pillows were taken out of plastic bags. A whole airplane 
full of people was semi-sleeping 36,000 feet (11,000 meters) up in the sky, 
moving at more than 500 mph (800 km/h). That just seemed bizarre. There 
was an unseen flight crew up front, locked in their own apartment, probably 
snoozing with the auto-pilot on and nobody in the crow’s nest to watch for 
pirates. 
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Chapter 4 — Land Ho ! 


The breakfast menu was being served. People who had ordered 
special meals got their tray first. Vegetarians and athletes know how to get 
premium service delivered before anyone else. | had a choice of scrambled 
eggs or fish. Fish for breakfast just didn’t sound right. And the eggs with 
trimmings were not bad for an economy meal. 


The cabin crew still looked as fresh as when we boarded 13 hours ago 
with their eager smiles and crisp uniforms. How do they do it you ask? | did 
some digging and found out that they have a little bunk room at the very 
back of the tail. You can see it on Youtube. The crew takes turns having a cat 
nap. Mystery solved ! 


Eating off of a tray that is about the size of a notebook is not my first 
choice to start the day. In military precision, the trays were collected, and it 
was time to remind us that landing was about to take place and bring us back 
to the real world at ground level. 


Chairs were brought back upright and trays folded and locked. Well, 
the guy in front of me was still snoring so the cabin crew had to wake him 
and help him prop up his seat. No breakfast for Mr. Sleepy Head. We had one 
slight bump and we were now on Taiwanese soil. 


Dad knew the drill so he led us through the airport to our second and 
final flight departure gate. It was still dark out and the shops were not open 
yet. So all we could do was sit and practice that bored look that | was 
becoming quite good at. 


Once again time played tricks on me and what started as a long 
punishing drudgery ended up passing rather quickly. We had to present 
documents to prove once again that we were not terrorists and then we 
were allowed to board a slightly smaller plane for the last leg of our journey 
from Taiwan to Cambodia. 
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| wasn’t really hungry. But another breakfast was served and so | 
decided not to waste it. | wasn’t breaking any records on my weight loss 
program. But think about all those little starving kids in Canada! 


The selection of entertainment this time was not as broad. The list of 
films and TV shows was shared between English and Chinese. With my 
earbuds in again, as soon as we lifted off, | really did not converse with 
anyone except the stewardess when it was mealtime. 


| did take time to open the in-flight magazine to search for the list of 
movies available on this flight. And my eye caught an article entitled, 
“Chinese or Chinese?”. That was a weird title and so, being a weird guy, | 
thought | should read it. 


It explained that the Chinese people of mainland China and Taiwan, 
speak many dialects. But the official language is called Mandarin. However 
the Chinese of Hong Kong speak a different language all together called 
Cantonese. Well, you learn something new every day! Part of this article had 
me baffled. 


We’ve all seen Chinese written characters on imported items. Here’s 
the thing. Cantonese (from Hong Kong) and Mandarin (from Taiwan and 
Mainland) are totally different spoken languages. But they write the same 
words. So even though they can’t understand each other, they could share 
and understand the same newspaper! 


Well, | have no idea how that works! Can you imagine a French kid in 
Quebec and an English kid in Alberta reading from the same text books but 
not being able to understand each other’s spoken words? 


Once again | was deep into my own thoughts when the crew came on 
the PA system to inform us that we were about to land in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia. The announcement was repeated in English, Mandarin and 
Cantonese and once more in the Cambodian language of Khmer. | tuned my 
attention inward and ignored the last 3 repeats. My brain was playing with 
the crazy name of the place that | was about to call home for the next 2 
years. Thanks Dad! 
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| had heard the capital city of Cambodia referred to as ‘P-nom Pen’ 
and ‘Nom Pen’. But | was at a loss with my limited English as to how to deal 
with all the silent letters. What happens to those ‘h’s and that ‘p’ ? | couldn’t 
find anyone who knew, or much less cared about my orphaned ‘h’s. 


Flying has its own vocabulary. You don’t get off the plane. You 
deplane. Disabled passengers, and parents with young kids don’t get on 
before everyone else. They pre-board. As that funny American comedian 
said, “Does that mean that they get on, before they get on?” 


So we stretched, gathered our belongings and shuffled through the 
spooky tunnel-gate, shuffling off the plane and into the terminal. Once again, 
good old Dad had all the necessary paperwork in hand, so we did not have to 
line up like so many arriving visitors who were getting their visa on demand 
paperwork and scrambling to borrow a pen. We presented all the documents 
to the man with the uniform behind the glass covered desk and were given a 
polite smile as he handed back the passports. One point for the home team. 


The bags were a little slow in arriving and for a few minutes my heart 
was in my throat with concerns over lost luggage. | won’t tell you what | had 
in my suitcase in case you laugh at me, but there were some personal things 
which | have owned for many years and that | didn’t want to lose. 


Finally the carousel conveyor belt started moving and eventually our 
bags came crawling out from the bowels of the airport. Another miracle of 
modern travel was accomplished. Passengers and bags made it to the same 
destination and at the same time. I’m sure Columbus never had to worry 
about his suitcase being lost on his way to America! Ah but those were 
simpler times. 


In the Arrivals Hall, among the dozens of waiting locals, we spotted a 
woman holding a computer printed piece of paper on a clipboard with our 
name on it. Wow — that was easier than | expected. 


Her name was Nima and with her was the driver of the company van. 
He was super helpful with our bags and loaded them into the van which 
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looked brand new. It came fully equipped with a ceiling mounted TV facing 
the back for passengers and all the latest navigation and stereo gadgets, 
leather seats and best of all, air conditioning. 


| could see our fellow deplaning passengers exit the terminal. | was 
impressed by how quickly the locals made eye contact and negotiated with a 
driver to take them to their home destinations. Many arriving passengers 
were hiring a strange looking means of transportation to get home. How can | 
describe it? Picture a miniature motorcycle. Now add a miniature, worn out 
Cinderella carriage with a roof for shade, hinged precariously to the back of 
the motorbike seat. That is how the majority of Cambodians travel. It’s called 
a tuk tuk. 


The air conditioned vans and SUV’s are a new addition on the roads 
and a status symbol, even for officials of humanitarian agencies like the UN 
and Red Cross. But the ubiquitous tuk tuk is the most popular public 
transportation of the local common man. And | immediately wanted to 
experience that form of travel. 


The heat was’ intense in the mid-day sunshine and | was so 
overwhelmed by it, that | had to cut short my gawking and duck back into the 
air conditioned van before | fainted. | could continue looking at this strange 
new place through the tinted windows of the van. 


The host government had booked us into a boutique hotel until our 
apartment was ready in a couple of days. The hotel was not far Nima 
promised us. With all the traffic jamming the roads, which were narrow to 
begin with, the ride took longer than | had expected. The dark tinted 
windows of the van offered a 360 degree panorama, so | didn’t mind the 
holdup. 


The buildings were generally shorter than | expected. After seeing 
Toronto and its many sky scrapers, everything here seemed to have been 
stunted at growth, including most of the people. But there were cranes 
everywhere and the skyline would be very different in a few short years. No 
doubt. 
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There was the occasional mini mall. And the mix of shops was so 
random that neighbourhoods had no identity to them. Motorbike tire shops 
with piles of threadbare tires and deflated inner tubes were stacked on the 
curb and overflowed with customers. 


Next door were dental clinics and hair salons and a wide variety of 
mismatched businesses. | was wide eyed at the sight of a small herd of cows 
being led along our busy highway leading into the center of the city. 
Sidewalks were rare and pedestrians dodged traffic as they balanced along 
the shoulder of the road. 


Garbage and leftover food was just thrown into piles along the road. 
Nima explained that trucks came by at night to collect the garbage which was 
piled loosely along the roads. The idea of collection bins had not caught on 
here yet. | would have to get used to that. 


The hotel was cute. | generally avoid that word, but it is the only one 
| knew that could describe our accommodations accurately. The front desk 
staff were dressed in a traditional style of sarong and smiled a lot. | was 
slowly getting used to all the smiling and it was contagious in a good way. The 
rooms were smaller than we expected and so | was given my own room. 
When | opened the door, it turned out to be half under the stairs, but it was 
sufficient. The staff reminded us to take our shoes off at the door. | would 
have to learn that tradition quickly. 


We all agreed to have a shower, and then meet in the courtyard 
restaurant. There was no bathtub. The shower had a white box on the wall 
that made hot water on demand. There was no hot water tank in the 
basement as | was used to! Hmmm. | wasn’t sure how to work the heater so | 
just used the cold water. What came out of the tap was not cold, but room 
temperature, and at last | felt refreshed after our many hours of sitting in a 
chair in the sky. 


Clean clothes felt wonderful on my skin. That numb feeling was 
slowly coming over me and | soon learned a new bit of jargon — Jet Lag! My 
brain was not certain what was real, and what was a dream. The courtyard 
walls were covered in thousands of tiny green leaves. For a second | thought | 
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saw a miniature dragon among the leaves. But it must have been the jet lag 
and my imagination. The pool was small but clean and inviting. Before 
anything though, came food. In my disoriented state, | asked my parents to 
order for me. 


First to come out of the kitchen was a green shelled coconut with the 
top partially chopped open and a straw sticking out. What | sipped was like 
nothing I’d ever tasted. The coconuts we got back home came in brown 
softball sized shells with 3 little black spots like eyes. They were incredibly 
hard to open. | remember one time squeezing one in my Dad’s woodworking 
vice to make it crack open. All the juice spilled out onto the floor. But the 
white pulp was smooth and fresh and delicious. 


This time however, the juice was inside like it should be and | took 
small sips through the straw to experiment and make it last. There was a 
spoon on the plate that it was served on. After a few sips | managed to scrape 
some pulp and it had that familiar taste that | recalled. Only this time it was 
chilled. And the freshness could only be experienced for the first time once. 


They had an American Breakfast and my parents thought that this 
would be my best option to slowly adjust to my new surroundings. Ahh yes, 
comfort food. The toast, eggs easy over, bacon strips and orange juice all 
made me relax a bit and forget that my friends were presently asleep on the 
other side of the planet. 
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After our meal — which could have been lunch or dinner or even 
breakfast as far as my stomach and brain were concerned — we strolled once 
around the block. All the buildings had high concrete privacy walls, except the 
restaurants. Some even had chunks of broken glass cemented into the top of 
the wall to discourage intruders. It was hard to know if we were outside a 
house or a hotel or a prison or a hospital. 


Back at the boutique hotel, we tried to watch a bit of television in 
Mom & Dad’s room. But all we really had was English news from BBC, and 
Channel News Asia. There were a few soap operas in a foreign language and 
some karaoke style singing channels, but it was not any music channel that | 
would linger on. Everything sounded and looked old fashioned. We decided 
to ‘call it a night’. Mom and Dad came with me to my room and made sure | 
was settled in before leaving me and that baby dragon chirping “Ge-ko, ge- 
ko...” outside my window, to lull me off to a deep, overdue sleep. 
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Chapter 5 — | Claim This Land in the Name of ... 


We all managed to wake up at roughly the same time and we were 
ready to get on with our adventure at about 5:00 a.m.. That was a good sign 
Dad said, as we were already getting synchronized to the local time. We felt 
safe enough to walk out of the hotel and noticed a steady procession of tuk- 
tuks heading down the road to our right. We walked in that general direction 
for about 15 minutes and | became aware that all the garbage piles had 
disappeared overnight and in their place was just a wet, smelly smear on the 
ground. 


The number of motorbikes and tuk-tuks were becoming more 
numerous as we walked and soon we were at what had to be a local market. 
It was quite a sight! At first all we could see was what looked like a sea of 
tarpaulins stretched over poles like circus tents, with dozens and dozens of 
motorbikes parked around the perimeter. We stuck pretty close together and 
decided to investigate whatever was under that tented circus. 


| spotted a stall with tee shirts. There were designs and slogans of 
every imaginable genre. The heavy metal shirts looked dated with their black 
cotton and white inked messages promoting bands that had long since 
retired. | can only assume that there was a market for them among the lonely 
older western men who seemed to be everywhere and must have come here 
to live cheaply on what was left of their pensions. 


| had noticed a few of this type at the airport. They had older style 
luggage with no swivel wheels. Many had ugly tattoos and white pony tails 
that | felt did not suit their head of thinning hair. It felt like they were 
grasping at a chance to relive their fading youth in a more tolerant and less 
judgmental environment. They all could benefit from the help of a qualified 
barber. Something in their eyes seemed to say that they had neither the 
resources nor the interest in looking their best for anyone now that they had 
retired with what amounted to a child’s allowance for a pension, after a 
lifetime of work. 


| shuffled on beside Mom and Dad, too old to hold their hands, but 
not confident enough to explore this place without the security of 
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bodyguards. After all, we were no longer in the community shopping mall 
with that familiar Burger King and Box Store where | could wander freely and 
in comfort. This felt like the kind of place where anything could happen. So | 
stayed a little closer than usual to the adults. 


Over the next hour Mom was able to negotiate a replacement 
wardrobe for my outgrown summer clothes. Two pairs of shorts, four tee 
shirts, a pair of sandals and | was set. And for a small fraction of what it 
would cost back home. The heat was so intense that | felt no need for heavy 
denim jeans or long sleeved shirts. However | did notice that most of the 
young local guys my age were wearing skinny jeans with sandals and tee 
shirts. | guess they were more used to the heat. Give me a month and maybe 
I’ll try that wardrobe too. 


Dad found a vendor who had a pile of current movies on DVD which 
took his fancy. We puttered along until Mom found a stall in the market that 
sold silver cutlery and various other eating implements and jewelry. | was 
curious to see what treasures my newly acquired pirate persona could find 
that were worthy of bringing home from this adventure. 


While she was fondling the bracelets and neck laces, | noticed 
something on a shelf near the back of the stall that | had not expected to see. 
There on the corner shelf, behind some cutlery that may or may not have had 
authentic ivory handles | spotted a crucifix, a Christian artifact. | truly did not 
expect to see such a familiar item in a market full of oriental bric a brac. This 
is a country with a mix of Buddhism, Christianity, Chinese religions and even 
atheism, which is no religion at all. And yet here in this dusty market, 
crowded with local peasants, was a jewel studded Christian Crucifix. It was 
more decorated than anything | had ever seen back home. So | bought it. 


Dad had made sure that | had some local currency when we were in 
transit so that | could buy drinks or snacks if | needed anything. He was 
thoughtful like that. And | had enough of the local Rie! paper money to buy 
anything | thought | needed. You will have to Google the exchange rate to see 
what | mean. 
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| tried to pretend that | was a local resident and by typing numbers 
back and forth into his calculator, the stall owner and | quietly negotiated and 
agreed without spoken words, on a price that pretty much wiped out all of 
my spending money. He seemed a bit too anxious to settle, but | thought 
nothing of it at the time and stuffed the crucifix into my packsack. | decided 
to keep this a secret and possibly give it to Mom as a gift for her Birthday 
next month. She was raised Catholic and would appreciate my 
thoughtfulness. 


By the time we got back to our hotel with our purchases, the 
company lady, Nima, who met us at the airport, was waiting for us. She was 
ready to shuttle us in the same van over to our new home. Our rented house 
had been prepared faster than expected. We hadn’t been in the hotel long 
enough to unpack much of our belongings, so it was a quick move out of the 
hotel and into our new home-away-from-home. 


As the driveway gate rolled open to our new home, the lady who was 
to be our assigned housekeeper, and who would become my new best friend, 
was there to welcome us. Her name was Kim and she looked about 40 years 
old. | found out later that she was actually 54. She had never married and her 
specialty was working with Western families. She came with the house and 
whichever foreign family the agency rented the house to; she was part of the 
package. 


She spoke English fairly well and took me under her wing 
immediately. | didn’t mind the attention, given the fact that Mom and Dad 
were preoccupied unpacking and dealing with work related colleagues who 
popped in and out over the next few hours. They were being briefed on 
where to do the local shopping, clean and close restaurants, doctors, 
shopping malls, banks, etc. etc. It is amazing how many things go on around 
you on a daily basis that you just take for granted when you spend your 
whole like in one place. 


Kim showed me to my room which was upstairs and at the end of the 
hall, while Mom and Dad continued their orientation with Nima. Kim was 
from a farming community up-country. Her parents were old and not in the 
best of health. In Cambodia there is no pension fund so she had to send 
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money each month to take care of them. Her two sisters and a brother were 
all married and had their own families to tend to. So Kim sent money home 
to her parents each month. | discovered that this was normal in SEA. Family 
takes care of family. 


She had to leave school when she was 12 years old because her 
parents could not afford to continue her education. So she started working 
on construction jobs, then babysitting jobs and now as the designated 
‘helper’ for whoever was staying in this house. She had never married 
because she was too busy working 18 hour days, six days a week, to go out 
dating. 


On her one day off, she told me she would gather with her lady 
friends who also spent 6 long days a week taking care of employers. She and 
her friends would go to the temple to pray for family and ancestors. Later 
they would share some cheap street food, cooked by someone else for a 
change and sold off carts-on-wheels on the side of the street. That was her 
treat. Over the years she had worked with many different western families 
and picked up more English than most university educated Asians. She was a 
treasure. 


Nima was showing my parents around the house. She explained how 
to turn on the hot water in the shower. And Mom was interested in the 
kitchen, which had only the cold water faucet. There was no dish washer. 
Well, there was, and her name was Kim. The washing machine was pretty 
new, but again there was no hot water pipe to feed into it. And clothes had 
to be put on a portable rack outside to dry. It could be rolled out into the hot, 
afternoon sunshine where clothes would dry in an hour. Or if need be, rolled 
under the covering if a sudden rain shower hit. 


The market was a short motorbike ride away and Kim would be 
buying fresh food every day. We were used to having pantry shelves full of 
canned goods and a freezer full of frozen meat and veggies to get us through 
a week at a time in the cold winters. But here, food shopping was a daily 
chore. Or maybe it was also a daily excuse to get to the market and see 
friends and exchange gossip. | had a lot to learn more about life in the 
tropics. | was determined to adapt. 
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Kim was prepared for our arrival so there was plenty of fresh food on 
hand and she had put together a lunch for us. It was a fish soup and a small 
bowl of rice for each of us. The spice level was a little more than | was used 
to, but it was delicious. 


Afterwards Nima had the van driver take us to my new school to 
register. | was a little shocked to see the school sign as we drove up; | would 
be attending a school called Phnom Penh International School or PPIS for 
short. My friends back home would have fun with that one. 


My Ontario school had a curriculum that the provincial government 
had approved. And the steps from elementary to middle to high school were 
pretty standard throughout the province. University was the final step in the 
sequence and | never gave it much thought at this point in my life. | wasn’t 
sure | wanted to follow in Dad’s footsteps and be a number cruncher for the 
rest of my life. | was also pretty sure that Mom’s dream of me going to 
medical school was not going to happen. | have seen enough horror movies 
to know that | don’t want anything to do with blood and brains and raw flesh. 
So the decision of a career path was still on hold. 


PPIS was a different program compared to what | was coming from. 
They followed the ‘IB’ program. The words /nternational Baccalaureate made 
me feel like | was already going into university and | didn’t even have a 
driver’s license yet. The councilor and admissions staff were very friendly 
and assured me that | would fit right in with my peers. Not to worry. 


After an hour of paperwork and chit chat, Asians seem to love chit 
chat, time becomes irrelevant. We made our way to the school store where | 
was given a pile of books matching my grade level. Then they fitted me out in 
a white shirt with the school crest on it and navy blue shorts and black shoes 
with white socks. This was making me feel a bit apprehensive. The last time | 
wore a uniform with short pants was in little league soccer, the summer | was 
10. 


When we got home Kim introduced Mom and Dad to the man who 
would drive me to school each day. His name was John. Most Cambodians 
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had a western name as well as their Cambodian birth name. He had a gentle 
smile and tired eyes. His clothes were clean and ironed. But the cuffs were 
frayed and his pants were shiny from being ironed too hot, too many times. 
His shoes were not shoes but sandals, which he had removed at the door. He 
wore a baseball cap outside. But in the house he immediately took it off, out 
of respect. My friends back home always wore their hats inside, outside, 
backwards, frontwards, pretty much however, whenever and wherever they 
felt like. This politeness was going to take some getting used to. 


John would be here tomorrow morning at 7:00 a.m. to drive me to 
school. When we walked him outside to his vehicle, | was thrilled to see that 
it was one of those carriages | saw at the airport, that they pull behind a small 
motorbike, called a tuk tuk. Well all right then! | would have to come up with 
an original name for this machine. Maybe “The Bounty” would be 
appropriate. 


38 


Transfer of Power 


Chapter 6 — Please Welcome Noah Power 


John was waiting outside the gate, leaning against “The Bounty”, 
smoking a cigarette, when | came out in my new uniform and my back pack 
full of brand new supplies. Kim slipped an apple into my bag even though the 
school had a modern cafeteria with lunch and snacks provided as part of the 
tuition. Mom and Dad were up and dressed as well. The jet lag was not as 
bad as we expected, and we were each anxious to get on with our own 
version of this adventure. 


“The Bounty” was ready to roll. My confidence in her reliability took 
a sharp plunge when | noticed that the gas tank had been replaced by a 4 litre 
plastic bottle strapped on the front of the driver’s seat. | could see the gas 
sloshing around in it as we navigated through morning traffic. 


John was a cautious driver and proceeded slowly over and around 
the many pot holes. It made the carriage that | was riding in, attached to the 
back of the motorbike, sway and rock. This enhanced my sensation of being 
on the open seas rolling with the waves and | was loving it. I’m quite sure that 
the Department of Motor Vehicles back home would have frowned on 
several safety issues on The Bounty. The temporary gas tank was the least of 
my concern. 


John wore a helmet up front on the motorcycle. But | was not offered 
one in back. And seatbelts were not mandatory here yet. Maybe it was so 
that the passenger could be ejected more rapidly at their destination, should 
they survive the journey. 


We rounded the first corner and headed directly into the oncoming 
lane of traffic. OMG! Had John fallen asleep up front? Or did he think we 
were in jolly old England and driving on the other side of the road? Slowly he 
merged into our proper lane. | did observe dozens of other tuk tuks doing the 
same thing and realized that | had to accept this maneuver as the norm. 


My comfort level was making light-speed recalibrations, sort of like 

Dad’s GPS in the car that kept saying “recalculating” every time we took a 

shortcut. | began to accept the fact that since the whole country was not 
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about to change its driving habits to suit Noah Power, | would have to just 
relax and enjoy the ride. Back home | had time to daydream on my walk to 
and from school. | would now be commuting in a real-time play station game, 
where the objective would be arriving at my destination alive. 


Time seemed to speed up and in a matter of minutes we were at 
PPIS. Dozens of kids in identical uniforms were hopping out of tuk tuks and 
vans and off the backs of motorbikes. | saw one motorbike that had a driver 
and three passengers. No helmets of course. Everyone was smiling and 
chatting and most of them were Cambodian. Even though it was an 
international school, many of students appeared to be locals. 


The security guard at the gate didn’t understand English so | had to 
find some other adult to ask for directions. | spotted a young North American 
looking man, and he smiled when | approached him. This smiling thing was 
really contagious! When | asked if he could help me, he immediately said, 
“You must be Noah Power.” 


Before leaving Canada | had promised myself that | would try to 
develop a new approach to life. | was henceforth going to be more confident 
and outgoing. So | smiled back and gulped and nodded yes. | couldn’t get my 
mouth to say YES, but | would work on that as time went on. So much for 
outgoing! 


He introduced himself, and we shook hands. That seemed pretty 
manly to me and my confidence slowly started to return. This was Mr. Adam. 
He explained that in Asia, since last names are so hard to pronounce, kids 
called their teacher by their first names. 


He was from Toronto and had been teaching in Cambodia for 3 years. 
His first 2 years were up in the country outside of Siem Reap. That’s where 
the Ancient Temples of Angkor Wat are. | knew that because part of my 
research before moving here was watching the Lara Croft movies “Tomb 
Raiders” which was filmed there. She had long black hair like Sonya in my 
class in Ontario. Where was | going with this story? 
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Mr. Adam looked at my time table and then called another student 
over, who had just arrived. | turned to see an angel approaching from my left 
side. It was like those slow motion scenes in the movies. She walked with a 
graceful bounce and her eyes were bright as stars. She stopped beside Mr. 
Adam and he shared my time table with her. Apparently by some miracle of 
luck, she was in my classes. 


Her name was Dara. What could | say? Quick, brain, help me. | just 
smiled and followed her to our home room. She didn’t say anything and even 
if tried, | couldn’t find anything clever to say back. Why bother risking a good 
first impression with a stupid comment? So | just smiled like everyone else 
did in this country. 


| didn’t have a locker so | had to carry all my books into the class. 
Dara suggested that | sit beside her in the empty desk at the window side of 
the room. The early morning sun coming in the window backlit her face and | 
had to fight the temptation to go into that daydream world that was inviting 
my brain to hide. She looked over my timetable again, then put it on the desk 
in front of me and explained what was pretty obvious. | appreciated her 
making my orientation easier. 


Mr. Adam came in and took attendance and introduced me to the 
class. There were only about 15 people in the class and he suggested that we 
play a little game to learn all the names. The first person said their name. 
Then the second person said the first person’s name and added their own. 
The third person said the first two and added his/her own and so on and so 
on. When it came to me, | had to name everyone in the class. | missed about 
half of the names because of the strange sounds, but everyone smiled when | 
got to them and helped me out by repeating their own names. 


First period was with Mr. Adam in the same room so no class rotation 
was necessary. He was our math and humanities teacher. I’ve never seen a 
teacher with so many great ideas and ways to make math fun. Next, Dara 
escorted me to English and then Humanities. 


The morning flew by and when lunch came | finally got my own 
locker and made my way to the cafeteria. | sat with Dara, who was from 
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Russia, and 2 other classmates from my home room. One was from Australia, 
and the other was from the U.S.A.. We all conversed in English and 
mentioned how we came to be here. All of our parents were working in 
Cambodia for multinational corporations, except for the American, Liam. His 
Dad was a teacher on staff so he was given free tuition. 


Dara’s father had an import-export business. He made his fortune 
while still a young man and was now ready to find the next challenge. They 
had arrived from Russia only a month ago, and she had a pretty good idea 
how it felt to be a newbie like me. Her father was looking for a new business 
opportunity; maybe as a silent partner in a restaurant or a construction 
company, or even some kind of factory. 


Dara was an only child. | was also from a one child family. | could feel 
the bond between us getting stronger. She asked what school teams | would 
try out for and | told her the chess club. That made her groan. But it did sum 
up my attitude towards competitive sports. She had signed up for the tennis 
team and was already the young star in competitions against other IB schools 
in the region. 


The afternoon classes had a familiar feel about them and | was 
pleased that | wasn’t experiencing too much home sickness by the end of the 
day. Even the short pants and uniformed white shirt were becoming a 
comfortable part of my life in this hot climate. 


One of the main components of the International Baccalaureate 
approach to learning is about discovering things by yourself. It was only my 
first day and | was enjoying this new approach. We spent less time sitting in 
our seat, fighting back a yawn, listening to a teacher drone on and on, and 
more time making up inquiry questions and doing research, which | already 
liked doing on my own back home anyway. 


For art class we had to identify religious symbols from different parts 
of the world and draw them. Then we would have to investigate their 
significance and explain to the rest of the class all the subliminal messages in 
that symbol. 
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For example when Christians show Jesus as a shepherd, the 
symbolism is that he leads us and we are like sheep who don’t know where 
we are going without his leadership. In Buddhism, the wheel with 8 spokes 
shows us the 8 rules which are similar to the Christian 10 commandments. 
But the wheel symbolizes that these rules are what helps us travel in our 
wagon down the road of life. That seemed pretty clever. 


| was looking at an Apple computer and thinking about the 
symbolism of the Apple logo with the bite out of it. That reminded me of the 
symbol of the forbidden apple that Adam and Eve ate so that they could have 
complete knowledge. Or at least, that is what the devil promised them when 
he appeared to Eve as a snake. | wonder if all the knowledge in the world is 
what Steve Jobs promised his customers with that Apple logo. 


Dara agreed to work with me as a partner and we had to find a 
symbol from our own countries. We made our way to the library where we 
had access to internet friendly computer stations. They weren’t in rows but 
on round tables with four PC’s per table. One of the machines was not 
working, so | had to share a single machine close to Dara. 


Sitting close to her | couldn’t help but smell her hair. Whatever 
shampoo she used, it was heavenly. What is it about hair that distracts me so 
much? One time long ago | watched a Charlie’s Angel’s movie. The evil villain 
got a piece of one the angel’s hair after a car race scene, and made a big deal 
about smelling it. | sure hoped | wasn’t turning into that creep. Besides, | was 
getting better at forcing myself to stay on track. We took out the list of 
inquiry questions that we had compiled in the classroom and got to work. 


Russia had gone through a long period of Communism during which 
time religion was frowned upon. But prior to that, they had a strong Christian 
history. Dara was reading her notes written in her beautiful handwriting and | 
was tapping away on the keyboard. She would read off one of our questions 
and | would type it into the internet search engine. 


When we got to the questions in our inquiry about religious symbols, 
| used a little trick and, on the Google home page for searches, | clicked on 
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Images first. The internet connection was not as fast as back home. When the 
search images finally popped up, | clicked on the first item that appeared. 


When it opened, | felt my hands go cold and sweaty and my heart 
started pounding. There on the screen was an exact photo of the cross | had 
bought at the market yesterday for my mother’s upcoming birthday. And 
when | read the titled caption under the photo it said that this national 
treasure, from Russia, had been stolen and was the subject of an 
international search. 
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Chapter 7 — Saved By The Bell 


| must have been frozen like that for quite a while because | slowly 
became aware of Dara making little coughing sounds and shifting her chair a 
few times. Right on cue, the bell rang to end the period and the first day was 
mercifully over. | must have looked pretty stunned but | told Dara it was just 
the jet lag. We agreed to continue the research, each of us at our own homes 
that night. | got Dara’s Facebook name and we promised to accept each other 
as friends so we could share more information online over the evening if 
necessary. 


After John dropped me off, | rushed to my room and turned my 
laptop on to make sure that what | saw on the internet page at school and 
what | bought at the market were really the same thing. Of course | had no 
internet until | got the password from Dad who got it from Nima who was a 
lifesaver. Everything was fixed in one phone call. These problems can be 
solved. Dealing with a precious religious artifact, stolen from a foreign 
country, and in my possession was not as easy as getting an internet 
password from your Dad. 


| finally got the internet to connect, which took ages, and then 
retraced my search, until | was on the same page as | was looking at earlier in 
school. When | held up the newly purchased crucifix, beside the image on the 
screen, they were identical. And when | re-read the part about stolen and 
international search, | dropped the crucifix on my bed and instinctively wiped 
my fingerprints from it with my pillowcase. It took another 5 minutes online 
to get more history on it. Sorry Mom but | don’t think I’Il be giving you this 
gift for your birthday. 


My research told me that the primary suspect in the theft was a 
Cambodian, who had been employed as a housekeeper. The crucifix had 
been stolen from a private collector in Moscow. The Russian collector was a 
Civil Engineer and he had worked in Cambodia for a short while, during the 
construction of a bridge to a nearby luxury island. 
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The wealthy Russian oligarchs who moved to Cambodia to escape 
the cold Russian winters, were building private villas there. They wanted to 
arrive at their villas on the island, in their air conditioned SUV’s , without 
having to cross 500 meters of open water in a boat, and then have to transfer 
into another waiting car to take them to their residence. 


The Russian Engineer enjoyed his Cambodian maid’s cooking, while 
he was in the country working on the bridge. He managed to persuade her to 
move to Russia to work for him when the job was completed in Cambodia. He 
was well connected with the various government foreign affairs offices so 
getting her a work visa had been a matter of a small donation to the right 
official, which he could easily afford. 


She was from a poor country family but she had worked in Phnom 
Penh for many years as a maid. By listening and asking a lot of questions she 
learned to speak basic Russian sufficiently well to complete the menu orders 
from her boss. She could get to the market in Russia on her own to buy the 
necessary ingredients. Her cooking was outstanding. 


Her duties included cleaning, as well as cooking. One day, when she 
saw the jeweled crucifix hanging on the wall in his private office, she made it 
a point to find out more background. 


She was able to discover from the other imported staff that the 
Russian Engineer’s grandfather’s brother (his great uncle) had been a priest 
and when the communist government made religion obsolete, the family 
quickly gathered up many of the church’s precious artifacts and promised to 
discretely hide them during the era of religious repression. Now that daily 
life in Russia had returned to a more tolerant pace, the priceless crucifix was 
mounted once again on the wall of the family home, and kept in a place of 
honour. 


From the police reports, it was determined that the only person who 
had been in the room, immediately before the item was reported missing, 
had been the Cambodian maid. The Russian government requested the help 
of the Cambodian government to determine her whereabouts. 
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Meanwhile, CCTV footage from the various surveillance cameras 
mounted around the house showed something odd. When assembled in 
correct time sequence, the footage showed the maid came out of the office 
with her plastic pail and cleaning supplies. Then she was seen in the kitchen 
putting something into a large plastic garbage bag. Next she was spotted 
going outside and throwing that bag over the high security wall. Finally the 
back door camera showed her leaving the house at the usual time that she 
would go to the market for the day’s fresh produce. She never returned. 


There was an attached story on the internet link, which detailed 
further mysteries involving this event. They included reports about some 
mistrust between the countries diplomatic personnel. On the screen | saw a 
grainy copy of a newspaper photograph taken in Cambodia. In the photo was 
the office of an important official from the inter-governmental department. 
He was sitting at his rather large teak desk, giving an interview about the new 
trade agreements. 


The picture had a computer enhanced red circle around something 
on the wall behind him. It looked exactly like the crucifix on my bed. That was 
an odd thing to put on the wall of a person who is not Christian, | thought. 
Furthermore, it was part of a collection of things that did not blend well 
together. There on the trophy wall was a stuffed mountain goat head, and an 
old flint lock rifle, as well as an Egyptian mask, Balinese carvings, etc., etc. 


The short article below the photo was written by the newspaper 
organization from London, England, called Reuters. It concluded by saying 
that efforts on behalf of the Russian Foreign Affairs Office to visit the 
Cambodian office in question for inspection were at first denied. However, 
unnamed sources had confirmed that the crucifix was no longer on the wall 
of the office in question. Its whereabouts was a mystery. Not to me it wasn’t. 
Now what ? 
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Chapter 8 — The Hot Seat 


Mom had spent the afternoon at the ILC, or International Ladies Club. 
The ILC was a longstanding tradition in PP, which we had taken to calling 
Phnom Penh. It was originally established by the British wives of business 
men who wore white suits and white hats and smoked a lot of cigars and 
pipes. The ladies found home life somewhat boring with their children in 
school, their husbands off at work all day, and a full time staff to clean, cook 
and iron. 


So the ladies used the excuse of fund raising for the needy, to be a 
worthwhile use of their skills. And holding afternoon teas for planning 
sessions made the lonely days more tolerable and rewarding. They had come 
up with a number of annual events to raise money. The cool end of rainy 
season was a good time of year for the annual ball. Long dresses would not 
be overly unbearable in the cooler season. 


And the spring New Year season, which was about 3 months later 
than the western New Year, was a wonderful time for a less formal fete or 
festival where outdoor games could be enjoyed and water splashed about in 
casual wear. There was always a poverty stricken school or orphanage that 
could benefit from their charitable efforts. The weekly general meetings and 
committee meetings gave the ladies plenty of excuse to get together to chat, 
snack and mingle. 


Mom was not accustomed to that sort of social activity, but she 
made an effort. Her skills at tutoring would not be required as the school 
already offered after school remediation classes in just about every subject 
except art. She did get the mobile phone numbers of a couple of mothers 
who had kids my age and | was sure she had plans to commit all my free time 
to socializing with the kids of her new best lady friends. That was not part of 
my plan and | would have to divert her efforts on my behalf before she got 
too carried away. 


Dad was swamped with work. He wasn’t the type to complain. But | 
could see a change in his mood at dinner time. When | asked how things 
were going at work, he just smiled and said, “Slowly, but fine.” | flipped the 
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tables on him, because that is what he always did to me when | didn’t want 
to talk about my boring day at school. So | stopped eating and slowly took a 
long sip of my water before asking more questions. 


Then in a soft and low voice, | asked him to tell me all about it. He 
was clever and he knew what | was up to. So he played along and gave me a 
little hint of his day, which he explained had to be kept confidential for the 
safety of the world’s economy. He had a flair for exaggerating but hyperbole 
is okay with me. 


According to Dad, the Asian way of doing business is not to get to the 
point quickly. This was not his accustomed way of getting the job done. He 
would have to learn to converse around the topic for a while, and make 
polite small talk about family, and food, and the weather and anything else 
that was current. Chit chat about luxury cars and golf were favorite topics 
among Asian business men. And Dad was not knowledgeable on either of 
those subjects. Like me, he was learning to smile a lot and not rush the 
agenda. 


By asking the questions during the meal, | was able to keep the topic 
of my day at school, and the art research, and the crucifix off the agenda. By 
the end of the meal, | was perspiring, even with the air conditioner set at 24 
degrees C. And | didn’t smell too great either. It’s about puberty and 
hormones or so I’ve been told. 


Anyhow, | finished eating while Mom and Dad continued to compare 
their days. And | suggested that | had a lot of homework to catch up on and a 
shower to take before getting to bed. They accepted that and | was off the 
hot seat. | was getting pretty good at this. 
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Chapter 9 — Spy vs Spy 


In my neighborhood back home there is a used book store. | used to 
enjoy going through it because there was so much to discover. They had used 
books of course. They also had old vinyl records, used CD’s, and magazines. | 
discovered a pile of old MAD magazines and | would try to buy a couple each 
week and slowly digest the humour. 


They would use a lot of hyperbole , which | had learned a bit about in 
school from Mr. Healy. For example, how often have you heard your mother 
say — | told you a million times to clean your room ! The Mad Magazine also 
did some pretty good parody humour with making fun of the latest movies, 
most of which | hadn’t seen, since the magazines were so old. 


But my favorite part of the magazine was the two spies. One was 
dressed all in black and the other all white. One would always turn the tables 
on the other in a funny way. 


Maybe | could turn the tables on whoever wanted that crucifix, the 
same as | had just turned the tables on Dad at supper time by asking him the 
questions first. 


So while | was in the shower refreshing my hot body, in the 
temperature sense, not the appearance sense, | went over what | already 
knew. Dara’s father was Russian. The crucifix was from Russia. Russians want 
the crucifix back. | had the crucifix. Lots of coincidence there, to be sure. 


Mr. Adam had suggested this morning that we always use the W-5 
approach to investigate a situation. So | was applying that strategy to my 
situation and it seemed to be a good place to start. 

e = WHY did the man in the market sell the crucifix so cheap? 

e WHERE did he get it from? 

e WHEN did he get it? 

e WHO gave or sold it to him? 

e WHAT was the best way to return it without getting into trouble? 
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| went back to the first thought that came to me in the shower. 
Maybe Dara and her Dad could help me with my W- 5 list. But | needed to 
feel like | could trust her a bit more before making that leap. Maybe | 
could test her somehow to see if she could help me, without turning me 
in to the international police for theft of a Russian artifact. Maybe she 
would have to know that she could trust me as well. 


My head was spinning like those dancers called the Whirling 
Dervishes from Turkey. | saw them YouTube. They wear tall white hats 
and long white coats, all the way to the floor. These guys could keep 
spinning for a whole song and still walk a straight line. They say it puts 
them in a trance-like state so they can communicate with deities. It 
symbolizes the earth spinning continuously around the sun. In my case it 
was just my thoughts spinning around a big question mark. 


| typed my thoughts on my computer before | could forget the details 
of my plans and lay back trying to put them in the best order to achieve 
my goal. | was going to have to take some time and not rush into a plan 
that | couldn’t back out of. 


| was starting to feel a little lonely. My best friends back home always 
covered my back. We stuck together and made sure that, like the Three 
Musketeers, we were one for all, and all for one. But this was here and 
now. And | was only an army of one. 


Just then Kim knocked on my door and waited for my shout to come 
in. She had the extra school shirts all washed, and ironed and on hangers 
to put in my closet. 


| invited her to take a break, since it was the end of the day anyhow. 
When | asked if she had ever heard of the story of a Cambodian who 
stole a jeweled crucifix from a Russian she immediately lit up. Of course it 
had made big news when it happened. 


She told me that for a time the Russian government was considering 
taking diplomatic action against Cambodia and cancelling all international 
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flights between the two countries. But at the last minute a deal was 
reached which was never disclosed in the press. 


However the local Sunday gossip from the other maids on their day 
off, was a reliable source of additional details. It appeared that the 
Cambodian government had agreed to give all the land on an island in 
the river, free of charge to the Russian government. Not just any island 
but the prime land that had now been connected to the mainland by our 
Russian businessman’s company. In exchange the public outcry over the 
precious artifact was to be forgotten. The whole affair was quickly 
dropped from the newspapers and a subdivision of upscale houses was 
planned and built on the island with very little interference from the 
Cambodian building authorities. 


| wanted to know more about the crucifix that had been stolen 
without letting on that | had it in my backpack just a meter from where 
Kim sat. She told me that there were many stories of it popping up in 
various places around the country. But they all turned out to be fake 
reproductions. As a matter of fact, selling copies of this piece had 
become very popular in the markets. 


The time had come to share my secret with someone | could trust. 
And Kim had that kind of trustworthy face that made me take the next 
step. | stood up and removed the crucifix from my backpack and told her 
that | believed | had, through no intentional planning on my own part, 
come into possession of the famous crucifix. 


When she held it in her hand, a small smile came over her face. She 
shook it like a baby rattle. And her smile became bigger. Then she went 
over to the window and scratched the diamond jewels against the glass 
of the window. | was about to yell stop but thought better of it. 
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Finally she removed her hand from the window but there was not a 
mark on the glass. Kim told me that a real diamond would have left a long 
scratch on the glass. But this was a cheap copy. 


| had been tricked. In fact | had paid more than it was worth. Well 
Mom, your birthday gift would be wrapped after all. 
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PART II — Tomb Graders 


Chapter 10 — Field Trip Time 


Morning came ... and John arrived with his tuk-tuk ... and the school 
day was my distraction from the embarrassment of the failed spy vs. spy 
experience. The bell had not rung yet when | arrived so | waited outside our 
home room. It was on the second floor. The hallways resembled extended 
balconies. Like most schools near the equator, there is no need for enclosed 
hallways. Stairways are open. Hallways are open. Canteens are open covered 
areas. Overhead shade and a ceiling fan were all you need to gain relief from 
the merciless tropical sun and seasonal rains. 


Two familiar faces came down the hall and | was able to recall the 
names Liam, a high school teacher’s son and Mason. They were European but 
| could not recall from which countries. We greeted each other and they 
wanted to talk in detail about last night’s football game. 


| had flipped through the channels at home after Kim left and there 
was no football on TV. So | pointed out their misuse of the name for the 
game of soccer. They reminded me that the game that | called North 
American football, was called grid iron in Europe. And they also pointed out 
that the ball was mostly passed and thrown and not kicked with a foot, so 
why call it football? We agreed to disagree, and so our friendship began. 


Mr. Adam arrived with the key and we were allowed into the room. 
When all were assembled he began his U.O.I. lesson. There are many Units of 
Inquiry and this new one that we started yesterday, about all the symbols 
that we use, was under the theme of “How We Express Ourselves”. 


He was using a lot of phrases he picked up at the last conference he 
attended such as, “Let’s unpack this theme.” | hadn’t finished unpacking my 
suitcase but here | was unpacking a theme about religious symbols. | didn’t 
want to talk about my disappointment over the crucifix. So | let the others in 
my group take the lead. Our desks were set up facing inward like a dining 
room table with 4 chairs per cluster. 
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Liam and Mason and | had hit it off well enough in the hallway that | 
was comfortable just slipping into the extra chair in their cluster. Dara was 
the only girl with us 3 guys but she didn’t seem to notice, much less mind, the 
ratio. Being proper European gentlemen Liam and Mason asked Dara to list 
her inquiry questions first. 


Instead she looked at me and asked about the crucifix that we had 
been researching in art class. | mumbled that | printed it out but forgot it at 
home. She looked a bit disappointed and | regretted giving her an excuse that 
would cause her to think less of me. 


Mr. Adam asked us in our clusters to share what we could about 
what our religions have in common. He said that each group would have one 
person who was the moderator and keep notes on what we discussed. Dara 
asked to take that role. | was impressed how she kept us focused whenever 
we started to wander in our group. 


lam Roman Catholic. Dara is Eastern Orthodox Catholic. Liam said he 
doesn’t go to church much but his parents told him that he is Protestant. 
Mason told us that he is also Protestant. The two boys continued to share 
their stories of church-going and what they had to say was very different 
despite both being Protestant. 


Liam’s church back home was very much like mine in Canada. They 
had a priest to lead the service, an altar and bread and wine for the body and 
blood of Jesus. But his parents had explained that they were not followers of 
the Pope in Rome, who is the head of my church. He didn’t say who the head 
was so | just listened. 


Mason described his church and it was very plain with no 
decorations. And like Liam’s religion, they did not follow the Pope as their 
leader. That’s where the Protest in Protestant came from. But we all had one 
thing in common in our religions. We believed in a man who was God’s son 
and who was killed to make up for the sins of all men. So that was our 
common thread. 
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Many of the kids who were raised in South East Asia were Buddhist. 
Some said they were Muslims. A few belonged to other SEA religions such as 
Hinduism, Taoism and Confucianism. But every religion had a leader or 
founder. And they were all treated like super humans or deities — even the 
ones who didn’t want that treatment. 


After a few rounds of the class sharing our ideas about the 
similarities and the differences in our religions we started to see some 
common elements. We all had a notion of creation by some higher power. 
We all believed that, after life ended, something more would happen. Death 
was not the absolute end. And most important was the understanding that, 
to live a civilized life, society needs to follow some code or rules that we all 
agree is right and fair. It was amazing for me to hear such variety that had 
common threads. 


The hour long lesson seemed to flash by. It is amazing how much we 
were enjoying sharing what we already knew individually. And we each came 
away with a better appreciation of what our classmates believed. But what 
amazed me is that Mr. Adam had not taught us any of it. We taught each 
other. So tell me again — why is he getting paid when we do all the heavy 
lifting? 


Finally, Mr. Adam did his little 1-2 / 1-2-3 hand clap like the start of 
some old rock and roll song from a hundred years ago. And we repeated it 
back to him like some puppets, and turned quietly to face in his direction. 
Our homework was to make a full page Venn diagram. 


There were to be 3 circles that intersect. We would have to label 
each circle with a different religion and where the circles intersected we 
would write some things that these religions had in common. Then in the 
space where there was no overlapping, write what made that religion unique. 
For example, | would label the Pope in that unique space for Catholics only, 
but Jesus would be in the overlapping with Liam and Mason’s religions. 


Mr. Adam then assumed a mischievous face and was pretending he 
forgot what he wanted to say next. He thought he was being funny and we 
pretended to laugh. But really, it was his one annoying trait. He should have 
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been a nightclub comedian. NOT! After we all started getting sufficiently 
restless, he opened up with his news. 


This was his first year at PPIS. For the previous 2 years he taught 
school in the north west of Cambodia, in Siem Reap. He had discussed his 
local knowledge of that area with the Principal and Director of the school and 
they agreed that we could have permission to plan a 4 day trip to Siem Reap, 
which was a half day bus ride from PP. From there we would research Angkor 
Wat as a primary source for our current U.O.I. topic on “Religion as a Form of 
Expression”. Well all right ! 


He told us that Angkor Wat was declared a World Heritage Site by 
UNESCO and is very near Siem Reap. By the way he said that , | could tell that 
he was impressed, so we should be too. It includes dozens of temple ruins. 
The walls are covered with stone carved artwork that depicted religious 
ceremonies. And it was the location for one of my favourite movies, Tomb 
Raiders with Angelina Jolie, as | mentioned earlier. We were going there on a 
Field Trip! My friends back home wouldn’t believe this. | hope our bus driver 
isn’t drunk. 


Mr. Adam handed out the Field Trip Permission letters which 
included the itinerary and rules that students were going to have to follow. It 
also gave the parents some academic terminology that justified how this 
much fun could possibly be remotely related to our curriculum. The cost was 
quite low since we would be sleeping in the living quarters of the school that 
he taught at. The school was not full so they had lots of space for us. And 
they had showers and all the comforts we would need. The school even had a 
world class company in charge of their cafeteria with western and Asian food. 


But we would need a couple of parent volunteers to join the trip. Mr. 
Adam and our Classroom Assistant, Miss Peachi, could not cover the 
mandatory ratio of 1 adult to 5 students , the standard chaperone ratio 
requirement. Parents were invited to come along, if they were available. You 
know where this was heading don’t you? 
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* Covenant: God 
gave Israel to 
Jews 


* Monotheistic 
* Abraham and Moses important figures 


* Jerusalem: Sacred place 
* All three from Southwest Asia 


* Old Testament 


* New Testament 


*Jesusis an 


*No special training important figure 


for leaders 


* Followers called Muslims 


* Two divisions; Sunni and Shia 
* Holy book: Qur’an/Quran/Koran * Muhammad important prophet 


* Place of worship: Mosque * 5 Pillars very important 


Islam ) 
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Chapter 11 — Can | Come Too? 


By the time John got me safely home the day was starting to cool off 
a little. | was pleased to see my shadow starting to stretch out. At high noon 
near the equator your shadow is right under your feet. Now in the late 
afternoon, seeing my welcome dark shape on the ground, | wanted to do like 
Peter Pan and sew it to my shoes. But that was a little bit too ingenious, even 
for me. | settled for the cool breeze that made the heat tolerable. 


Mom was up in her room still unpacking and wondering, out loud, 
why she brought so many cool weather clothes when it is so hot here year 
round. We did find it funny that local residents wore woolen hats and long 
sleeve jackets in the cool early morning. 


That trip to the market a few days ago was bizarre for many reasons. The 
crucifix was one. But the way people overdressed in the heat made no sense 
to me. Most locals wore layers of shirts and light jackets as well as knit hats 
to keep warm or to protect them while outdoors in the intense sunlight. 


| would have liked to think of some distracting story to talk about, but 
Mom immediately hit me with the question — “So what about this field trip?” 


It turned out that when we registered at the school, they added both 
of my parents’ mobile phone numbers to the school data base. And any time 
there was an announcement regarding a class, or an event affecting the 
whole school, such as a storm warning, the Administration could send out an 
SMS to the parents to keep them up to date. So she knew about the trip 
already and the question was rhetorical. | gave that fake grin that we all use 
and handed her the trip information package. 


She flipped through the field trip package rather hastily, looked up 
without further questions and said, “Ill go.” 


Great! 


The Field Trip package had a very detailed list of what we were to 
bring .... and not bring along: 
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WHAT TO BRING 


5 changes of clothes 

1 set clothes for cool 
weather (for early 
mornings, trekking etc.) 
Light comfortable sandals 
or thongs 

Flip-flops or slippers 
Sports shoes and socks (for 
trekking.) 

Sports clothes 
Swimming suit 

Towel 

Small backpack , small 
towel or a sarong for 
trekking 

Sun cream 

Insect repellent 

Hat 

Water bottle 

Toiletries (toothbrush, 
soap, deodorant, etc.) 


Personal medication if 
necessary 

Small torch (flashlight) 
Spending money (for trips 
into the city, night bazaar, 
shopping mall etc.) 

Book and a group board 
game such as Scrabble 
Writing materials 
Camera (optional) 

ID card/passport and 
tickets (these will be 
collected and stored safely) 
Alarm clock 


Do not bring 


Any electronic games. 
Expensive jewelry or large 
amounts of money 


The second page was a letter from our teacher to our parents with an 
explanation of how this fit into our classroom curriculum. 


Angkor Wat on a 4 day /3 night field trip. 


Dear Parents and Guardians, 


As a part of our U.O.1 on “How We Express Ourselves”, the 
students have the special opportunity to travel to Siem Reap and 


Our trip is packed with a variety of skills activities which will 
support our multi disciplinary approach to this unit. The 
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experiential educational program is tailored for global citizens and 
matches seamlessly with our school’s educational philosophy. 

The highly trained staff at Angkor Wat has prepared for us 
a full agenda of activities which will focus on team building as well 
as self reliance, positive self esteem, social skills, inquiry and overall 
academic readiness. 

This trip will bring closure to this UO! experience at PPIS 
and better prepare your children for the MYP program. 

All students are strongly encouraged to participate as this 
will be a part of their academic studies. Those students who do not 
wish to participate will be required to attend school as usual. 


Sincerely 
Mr. Adam 


| had no idea what that just said. But of course none of us would be 
stupid enough to stay at school and miss this trip. The rest of the letter 
meant absolutely nothing to us. 


The next day, Mr. Adam & Miss Peachi collected the permission 
forms and started the process of sorting who would room with whom. Every 
last one of us returned our forms the very next day and that must have been 
a world record for class responses to permission replies. Mom was the only 
parent who agreed to volunteer as a chaperone, so she was a guaranteed to 
be invited, and with 15 kids in the class we now had the required 5 to 1, 
student to adult, chaperone requirement. Great! Just great! 


We had 2 weeks before the trip and the days flew past like the pages 
of a calendar flapping in the wind. During those days we planned our 
research and prepared more questions for our Inquiry. That W-5 list kept us 
on track and we were anxious to get on the road. Our enthusiasm helped us 
focus on the drudgery of all the planning and paperwork and we stayed 
focused on our mission. 
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Mr. Adam and Miss Peachi allocated my group to our own room in 
the boarding bedrooms at the school we would be staying at. Well — all 
except Dara who was booked to share a room with 3 other girls. We had 
gotten to know each other pretty well during those brain storming sessions 
and we were on the same wave length when it came to planning our study. 


We had a long list of questions to guide our investigation and we 
shared the list as evenly as we could. Mason was in charge of the questions 
about the physical stuff. He would investigate the type of stone work, and 
how it got there, and how it was shaped. He was interested in the 
deterioration over the years from when it was built to when it was 
rediscovered. 


Liam was the most extroverted, so he chose to be in charge of 
interviewing local guides, other tourists, souvenir vendors and residents, etc. 
to find out more about the background of the temples. He only had 2 
questions prepared on our first day of planning. And they both were yes or 
no types. Do you like it here? Would you come again? So we had to coax him 
along and help a bit. But he got the idea and things started to roll along. 


Dara, in keeping with her role as the documenting historian, wanted 
to be in charge of photography and archiving our work. She did not have a 
decent camera. The one on her phone was basic but not good enough for our 
purposes. | agreed to loan her the high definition compact camera that | got 
for Christmas from Uncle Steve and Aunt Denise. Showing her all the 
functions and how to use it was a great excuse to spend more time with her. | 
showed her how to make something in front appear sharp and in focus and 
make the background blurry. And then we experimented with making 
everything stay in focus. She kept putting people’s heads in the middle of the 
shot with tons of sky above them. | had to push the camera down to get 
more details in the shot. 


My task was going to be the official interpreter of the art work. | 
would have to connect that to how it represented worship and self 
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expression. That took a lot of humming and grinding of teeth but | managed 
to fake it a bit. All those religion lessons back home would finally come in 
handy. 


Over the next couple of weeks we managed to get ahead on our 
other subjects so that we would not have poor results on the international, 
standardized testing later in the year. These tests, | was told, were always 
used to brag to the parents how well the school was doing when compared 
on an international basis with other similar schools. 


The older kids at our school were looking pretty stressed out. They 
were in the final stages of the IB program and the pressure to do well was 
pretty intense. The exams they had to write were mailed away and marked 
by teachers in some other school. So they had to be good. And the better 
your final marks , the better chance you would have of getting into the 
university of your choice. 


That didn’t worry us yet. We were happy just to work in groups and 
create our own investigation into this unit that was getting more and more 
interesting by the day. 


Finally the weekend before the big trip was here and Mom and | 
double checked our packing. Dad would be cared for by Kim while we were 
gone and she promised not to over feed him. It felt more like we were talking 
about a pet rather than my Dad. 


63 


Transfer of Power 


Chapter 12 — The Wheels On The Bus Go Round & Round 


At last all the planning and packing and anticipation was over. Our 
class assembled at the front foyer to the school and Miss Peachi took 
attendance while Mr. Adam reassured all the parents that we were in good 
hands. Mothers knew that we were all too old for public farewell kisses. But 
they blew kisses off their palms just the same, and everyone in the class 
turned their heads quickly to avoid the embarrassment of being treated like a 
baby. Everyone that is, except me. My mother was getting on the bus with 
us! 


We dropped our bags at the side of the bus and hopped on board. 
Mr. Adam said we could sit with whomever we wanted. | wanted to sit with 
Dara. But she already had one of her girlfriends beside her so | opted for the 
empty double seat behind her. | didn’t mind, much. And | don’t mind my own 
company. 


| pulled out my iPod and set the tunes to shuffle. We had begged Mr. 
Adam to allow us this one electronic luxury on the list of Forbidden Items. |’m 
sure it was for his own sanity during the long trip that he gave in and agreed 
that personal music players would be permissible. But if they were stolen, the 
school would not be responsible. We readily agreed. 


Mr. Adam and Ms Peachi and of course Mom boarded the bus and 
Mom sat with Ms Peachi in the front. Mr. Adam took the other 2 front seats 
on the other side of the aisle and spread out some paperwork with agendas, 
and emergency phone numbers, allergies, etc.. 


Then a fourth adult came on board. She was a beautiful lady in a 
Cambodian grey silk sarong with a blue silk jacket and a lanyard around her 
neck. The I.D. on her lanyard confirmed that she was an employee of the bus 
company and she would be our ‘stewardess’. Another first for me! 
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She handed out little plastic cups of water that were sealed on top 
with a plastic film. The straw was used to pierce the cover. You had to 
puncture it with a fast spear-like punch or water would dribble onto your 
pants and it looked like you pee’d yourself. The air con was on high and we all 
appreciated the comfort. We had lived here long enough that none of us 
were interested in looking out the windows. 


The driver revved the engine and released the air brakes and we 
were on our way. City traffic in Phnom Penh was terrible. There was 
construction everywhere. Most drivers had no formal training and the usual 
rules of the road, and courteous driving had evolved into the rule of, “Might 
Is Right”. So, cement trucks and transport trucks lumbered along with little 
interference. 


But at every red traffic light, all the motorbikes, hundreds of them, 
would squirm between the cars and trucks to get to the front of the 
intersection and sprint away as soon as the light changed to green. Many of 
the motorbikes were overloaded with 3 or 4 or more people. Some were 
used as delivery vehicles with stacks of BBQ gas tanks on the back and sides. 
Helmets were a mere suggestion. Buddha would protect them. 


A lot of the drivers wore surgical masks. Some even had a clever 
invention to provide air filtration to their mouth. They would pull a tee-shirt 
over their head and stop when their face was just barely in the hole. With 
just their eyes showing through the neck hole, they would use the sleeves to 
tie it behind their head. Then they would use a construction hard hat on top 
of that to suffice as a helmet. It made them look like bank robbers or maybe 
more like Ninja’s. 


There seemed to be a hierarchy among laborers that showed 
everyone how successful they were through their status symbols. The basic 
construction guys would stand, without smiling, in the back of a dump truck; 
sometimes 20 or 30 of them in one truck. They looked like cattle going to 
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slaughter and | felt uncomfortable watching them head to work for a day in 
the hot sun while we rode in the comfort of an air conditioned bus. 


Then we could see the tradesmen who had a higher pay grade and a 
specialized skill. Electricians and plumbers could afford their own private 
transportation. They were required to supply their own tools so they would 
have a 5 gallon empty plastic paint can filled with the tools of their special 
trade, hanging from the handle bars of their status symbol, the ubiquitous 
motorbike. They were everywhere. 


Unlike back home, there was no snow season so motorbikes could be 
used year round. During rainy season | was told by John that many laborers 
would use garbage bags like Mexican ponchos to stay dry. If it was really 
coming down hard, they would just pull their motorcycle to the side of the 
road, under a bridge or overpass for shelter, and wait for the rain to pass. 


The tires on most of their motorbikes were not much larger than the 
ones on my 2 wheel mountain bike back home. The roads here were always 
in such a state of disrepair that flat tires were pretty common. It only costs 
about $2 to change a tube, but that represented a whole days pay for many 
labourers, so often they would do their own repairs. 


And when the tire had no more tread, a quick stop at any of the 
ubiquitous tire shops would have you back on the road in a matter of 
minutes. These shops were easy to spot as we rode along in our bus. They 
would plant a tall pole in the ground and then stack the old worn out tires 
over the top of the pole, stacking them up like giant donuts on a peg. | 
assume that eventually they would be sold for scrap and recycled. 


Since we were on the road fairly early, the piles of garbage were still 
small. Many of the fresh markets were loaded with vegetables for sale. | 
assume that this food was delivered in the middle of the night and set up by 
sunrise. Many people without fridges needed to buy their food on a daily 
basis to avoid spoilage. 
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Some of the delivery drivers were on the road all night. The picked 
up fresh produce from farmers in the country side in the middle of the night 
and drove into the city markets before sun up. By the time the rest of the city 
was heading off to work, they were stretched out anywhere they could, in 
makeshift hammocks, to take a well deserved nap. 


| had heard some other foreigners at the market make sarcastic 
comments about the sleeping guys. They assumed that anyone sleeping at 
8:00 a.m. was lazy. How unsympathetic of them! These delivery men had no 
air conditioned apartments in the city to lay their weary head. They would 
catch a short nap anywhere they could and then do the long bumpy haul 
back to the countryside, just to turn around and do it all over again 
tomorrow. 


Miss Peachi was one of the kindest people | have ever met. She saw 
me sitting alone and came back to ask how | was adjusting to life in S.E.A.. 
When | asked about the incredible amount of construction going on in 
Phnom Penh she gave me the benefit of her local knowledge. Phnom Penh 
was undergoing major rebuilding. The tale she told me was enough to give 
anyone nightmares. 
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Chapter 13 — Tales of Horror 


Miss Peachi began by telling me that during the 1970’s, Cambodia 
went through a period in its history that was still not well known throughout 
the world. She asked if | had watched any Vietnam War movies. My parents 
did not approve of violence in movies so | pretended | had not seen any such 
films. 


But in truth, some nights when my parents were out at dinner 
parties, | would tell the baby sitter that | was allowed to watch anything | 
wanted. | was already 11 years old then: too young to stay alone but too old 
to go to bed at sundown. The babysitter was happy to chat on the phone 
with her boyfriend. So | had the choice of anything that was on cable TV. 


One night there was nothing of interest on cable, so | started to pull 
out the pile of old DVD movies that Dad had under the TV unit. There was a 
film called “Apocalypse Now” which interested me. | watched the action 
scenes but fast forwarded the dark spooky stuff. So | had an idea of what the 
uniforms looked like. Lots of G.I’s went without shirts, so | guess it was pretty 
hot. And most of them smoked which | thought was pretty gross. There was a 
lot of blowing up stuff in the jungle, from helicopters. But | had no idea about 
who and why they were fighting. 


So Miss Peachi explained that the country just east of Cambodia is 
called Vietnam. And at that time in the 1970’s North Vietnam, which was 
communist, was trying to control all of the country. South Vietnam wanted to 
have elections and be a free democracy. So the United States, the defender 
of democracy worldwide, came to help the south. 


For a lot of different reasons, in the end, the United States finally 
gave up trying to help South Vietnam and so they pulled out. The north, 
under their leader, Ho Chi Min, took over the south and renamed Saigon as 
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Ho Chi Min City. Most people even today still call it Saigon. “Confused?” she 
asked. “Yes, a little.” | replied. 


At about the same time, Cambodia was going through a different 
domestic battle. A group called the Khmer Rouge wanted to control 
Cambodia. Their leader, Pol Pot, had some strange ideas. The weirdest one 
was to make all Cambodians go back to the farming lifestyle that their 
ancestors had hundreds of years ago. His idea was so radical that | still can’t 
believe it happened. But it did. 


He forced the entire population of the city of Phnom Penh to leave 
their homes and move back to the farms and live off the land. Anyone who 
looked like an academic or educated person was tortured and shot. Soldiers 
assumed that, if you wore glasses, then you were one of that educated group 
and a threat to the regime, so anyone with glasses was rounded up and sent 
to torture camps and executed. | felt like Miss Peachi was mixing up the story 
of the Jews in Europe in World War II but she promised me that she wasn’t. 


In the end the Khmer Rouge killed an estimated 2 million citizens. | 
can’t imagine that. | squeezed my eyes shut and tried to imagine every single 
person in Toronto killed by some mad man who was leading a lunatic party of 
assassins. After she explained that, | started to think about the fact that, in 
fact | had not seen too many old people since | got here. Miss Peachi told me 
that 65% of the population is under 25 years old. That’s a lot! 


So from 1975 to 1979 Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge had been the 
monsters among their own people. Millions had been executed; genocide 
she called it. And | had never heard of this before in my life. How can that be? 
By 1979 the North Vietnamese had defeated the south and turned their 
attention to getting rid of the Cambodian mad man, Pol Pot. Many 
Cambodians thought of the Vietnamese as their freedom fighters, their 
liberators. 
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She went on to explain that during that terrible decade of the 1970’s 
the American military was dropping bombs along the border of Vietnam and 
Cambodia where Ho Chi Min’s army was carrying supplies from the north to 
the south along what was called the Ho Chi Min Trail. 


Many of those thousands of bombs that had fallen on the Cambodian 
side of the boarder had not exploded, and were still lying in the ground on 
Cambodian soil. It was common to hear stories of little kids who found 
bombs and accidently detonated them by poking at them with sticks and 
machetes. Farmers from time to time would be plowing fields and would hit 
a land mine or unexploded bomb and it would detonate. It has been 
suggested that Cambodia will not have an internationally competitive soccer 
team for a whole generation. Too many young men had lost a leg to land 
mines. 


Princess Diana of England, who died in a car crash, started a Fund 
called the Halo Trust which was to help clear land mines and end their use in 
war zones. Unfortunately some of the people in charge of that charity were 
paying themselves huge salaries and that worthy cause lost a lot of 
credibility. However the risk of unexploded land mines still existed in the 
countryside of Cambodia. 


Miss Peachi was speaking in a quiet voice as if she was afraid to be 
overheard and give some of us nightmares. During the whole time she was 
recounting this tragic history more and more of the class had recognized that 
her usual happy smile was absent and they pulled out their earplugs to find 
out why. 


By this time the entire bus was quiet and even Mr. Adam was turning 
around in his seat and staring down the aisle of the bus to see what was 
wrong. The silence continued as we all sat sadly, and pondered the terrible 
past from which this country was now slowly recovering. 
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In our class there are a couple of local Cambodian kids. Their parents 
had made small fortunes by getting in on new technology such as cheap 
mobile cell phones which were everywhere. So they could afford the tuition 
and extra expenses of a top level International School, even though they 
were not international by nationality. But even these classmates had not 
heard about this version of the past. 


It seems that the events of history are written by the winners. And 
unpleasant facts and events are often left out. History books get burned. For 
these classmates it was like finding out that Santa Claus is not real and there 
is no Tooth Fairy. 
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Chapter 14 — All Aboard! 


By now we had arrived at the half way point in our bus trip, and the 
driver needed a break from the stress of dodging farm livestock, oblivious 
motorbike drivers and poorly maintained roadwork. So we pulled over at 
what was obviously a popular resting spot for drivers of all sorts. There were 
parking lanes on each side of the main highway, and it was full on both sides. 
There were tour buses going and coming from Siem Reap, the town outside 
of Angkor Wat, and transport trucks, construction trucks, cement trucks, 
trucks loaded with pigs heading to the butcher, and hundreds of small 
motorbikes like John’s only without the carriage on the back. 


Our stewardess was first off the bus and she directed us to the 
restaurant that we should use. Mr. Adam shouted in his most authoritative 
voice that we needed to check our watches and everyone must be back on 
the bus in 30 minutes. None of us wore watches. Our phones are multi- 
functional, so why bother. But we didn’t dare correct him. In Asia it is very 
rude to correct a teacher. 


The restaurant was extremely busy. But luckily we found a table just 
as a group was getting up to leave. Once again our U.O.| group sat together. 
But the table was big enough for us and 4 more. So another group from our 
class joined us. They were all Asians but from different countries. So we all 
spoke in the common language of English. 


| couldn’t read the words on the menu. But it had pictures and that 
was good enough for me. At home, | had tried Kim’s stir fry which was very 
tasty and not too spicy. But we were in a hurry so | ordered the same as the 
guys in my group. They wanted the fish amok so | went along with that. 


The restaurant must make that stuff by the barrel because it was 
served hot on our table in about 3 minutes flat. This place knew their 
customers were in a hurry to get back on the road so what they lacked in 
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ambience they made up for in fast service and delicious food at affordable 
prices. 


Once the orders were given everyone went back to looking at their 
phones and | was left to play, “I spy with my little eye , something that ‘s the 
color of ....”, all by myself. 


When we had paid our bill and headed outside | once again started to 
scroll through my iPod. | felt like a change of musical mood for the next leg of 
the journey; something slow and gentle to relax after my meal, and to 
distract me from Miss Peachi’s tale of horror. 


As | settled into my seat | felt my eyes get heavy and my mind started 
to wander off. Waking up at 5:00 a.m., and with the excitement of a Field 
Trip, | was left exhausted and | needed a power nap. 


Just as | was arriving back on the beach with the crew of the Bounty, | 
felt a shaking on my shoulder and it was Mom. | pulled out the earplugs to 
ask why she looked so agitated. 


| had boarded the wrong bus. It was the same color and style as ours. 
This was a big company with many identical buses. And it was parked in the 
same general area as the one we got off before lunch. Serves me right for not 
looking up more. 


| read online that in some European town they now had traffic lights 
mounted in the sidewalk so you didn’t have to look up to see what colour the 
traffic light was. Too many pedestrians were walking across the intersections 
at a red light, with their heads down and looking at their phones or music 
devices and getting run over. What a crazy world we’ve turned into. 


Once | was re-settled in my seat on the correct bus, | waited for the 
red color to drain from my face. Then my emotions started to get away on 
me. | was feeling home sick and a bit sentimental for the good old days back 
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in Canada. Back there, things were familiar and comfortable. | closed my eyes 
and reflected on the life | was missing. 


It was almost spring back home. The snow would be melting. It got 
kind of dirty when that happened. The receding snow revealed the numerous 
deposits left by dogs whose owners forgot to “stoop & scoop”. The carelessly 
thrown cardboard coffee cups and cigarette butts were disgusting. There 
ought to be a law about that. How do you get people to change their 
behavior about littering? 


This was also the time of year for our annual Ice Guessing contest. 
My parents had organized this annual event many years ago. Every spring all 
the family members and a few of our closest neighborhood friends would 
each get to guess on which day they thought the ice would be completely 
gone from the lake. 


A senior couple who lived at the west end of the lake near our house 
were the officials in charge of declaring the exact day and time. They would 
go out in their kayak and confirm that the last chunk of rotting ice had 
crushed itself to death on the shore. But they were now getting on in years, 
so they just sat in their camping lawn chairs by the edge of the lake and used 
binoculars to make their determination. No one would ever dare challenge 
their reputation as fair and unbiased judges. 


The winner with the closest guess to ice free time would win $5.00 
from each contestant. That was the entry fee to make a guess. Usually the 
winners would use the prize money to sponsor a party which was called the 
“The Last Rites of Winter”. 


| missed that celebration and | missed helping myself to the table full 
of pot luck food which everyone brought. Each family prepared their favorite 
recipe. Aunt Kathy could always be counted on to bring a colorful orange 
gelatin salad with chunks of freshly peeled oranges inserted into the giggling, 
gelled mass. Uncle Don was the king of the BBQ. 
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There was always a menagerie of kids of all ages in attendance. The 
beauty of it was that we weren’t being scheduled by our parents to be at 
some athletic competition or lesson. We could just casually assemble in the 
driveway and invent our own games. The rules would be dictated by the 
eldest in the group. Hide and Seek was a perennial favorite. 


One cousin had a bit of a mean streak and he liked to make the little 
kids stand against the garage door while we older kids would take turns 
throwing a tennis ball at them. It was like dodge ball, but with all the rules on 
the thrower’s side. A few of us felt sorry for the wee ones and purposely 
threw the ball to miss. Invariably some younger one would get hit a little too 
hard and go inside crying. Then a parent would come out and give us a stern 
warning. So we would switch to something less harmful, like hide-and-seek. 


Our new home in Phnom Penh was in a different neighbourhood 
from the school and none of the kids my age lived near me. So my after 
school time was turning out to be a lonely affair. | had been busy with some 
of my email list and Facebook connections. But since there was a 12 hour 
time difference, | seldom got to do live chats with the old gang. When | was 
free in the evening they were in school. And vice versa. And the few who | 
had connected with just weren’t interested in what was happening on the 
other side of the planet. 


They had started a new topic with Mr. Healy. The pirates and sailing 
days were retired, and replaced by a new topic. Everyone was enjoying the 
switch from ancient explorers to modern explorers. Each member of the class 
had to pick an astronaut or mountain climber or such, and do a biography on 
that person. | wish | could have been there for that topic. | would have loved 
being an imaginary space traveler. 


| must have nodded off to sleep somewhere between earth and the 
moon, when | slowly became aware that we had reduce speed and there was 
much more traffic around us. The sign that we passed was in Khmer and 
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English. It said, we were now in Siem Reap. Outside the window | watched a 
minor league version of Phnom Penh going by. Trucks, motorbikes, cattle, 
more motorbikes, pedestrians — all shared the road with the practiced 
effortlessness of a ballet. 


Mr. Adam grabbed the bus microphone and startled us all with a tap- 
tap of his fingernails on the mic, which came through way too loud on the 
speakers. He reminded of what was coming soon; we had to carry our own 
suitcases to the rooms (no maid service). Before we left the bus for our 
rooms we needed to have one person designated in charge of the room key. 
My room partners nominated me. 


We were to meet in the cafeteria at 12:00 sharp for lunch. That gave 
us over half an hour to unpack and argue over who would sleep in the top or 
bottom bunk beds. We were to wear our gym shirts which had our names 
embroidered on the top left. Everything else could be civilian clothes as long 
as it was proper and modest. 
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Chapter 15 — Let the Games Begin 


This boarding school had a world class cafeteria and a variety of 
resident students from around the world. It seems that some parents did not 
want to have their kids stay in the family home in Phnom Penh provided by 
their international company. Possibly these kids in residents didn’t want to 
stay at home either. If you were an only child like me, you often imagine 
what it would be like to have a sibling. Being in a boarding school meant that 
you were surrounded by kids your own age, and everyone else in the entire 
school, 24 hours a day. 


The resident students were used to seeing visiting schools sharing 
their facilities. The original owner of the school had ambitious plans. But the 
school had never been more than 50% full. So this visiting school program 
was a way of generating extra income for the school. 


We had a designated seating area in the cafeteria, and after eating, 
we were instructed how to scrape our plates into a large plastic bin. They told 
us that the scraps were used as food for the pigs. | was looking forward to 
meeting these pigs and asking how they enjoyed the fine cuisine. We lined up 
and filled our plates, buffet style. There was a huge selection. Each serving 
tray a name tag so we knew what was in the dish. 


Some even had the word Halal added to the description. Miss Peachi 
told me that this meant that it was special food that the Muslim kids were 
allowed to eat. It had been prepared according to the rules of their religion. 
For example, they can eat meat that came from an animal that has a hoof or 
cloven (split) hoof. But animals with fangs or canine teeth are forbidden. 


We managed to engage in more conversation during meal time since, 
from here on, electronic devices were to be kept in our locked rooms. The 
communication skills were a bit rusty. But we managed to comment at great 
length on the quality of the food, the beautiful kept grounds, which included 
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a small river that flowed throughout the campus, and the snobbishness of the 
resident students. They never smiled at us and seemed to resent our 
presence. 


They had all the facilities on campus that you could ask for in a dream 
school. We took a tour after lunch. | was impressed. They had a miniature 
driving range for the golf enthusiasts, an archery practice area which brought 
out oo00’s and ahhh’s from the ‘Hunger Games’ enthusiasts, a swimming pool, 
two gyms — one for lower school kids and one for upper school — an Olympic 
sized running track, the usual classroom buildings and the residence 
buildings. There was also a small convenience store which we were told was 
off limits to us. 


While we were touring the pool Liam knelt down to test the water 
and his glasses fell into the water. None of us were in bathing suits. But Mr. 
Adam found a pole used for cleaning the pool tiles and made Liam retrieve 
his own glasses. They were undamaged but Liam’s ego was a bit dented when 
everyone laughed at him. 


The visiting school staff was made up of young Europeans who took 
over our agenda, and lead us in a game. It was a fun team builder where we 
had to play a sort of X’s and O’s with actual students being the markers on a 
huge hash symbol marked out with rope on the grass. It was fun, but too hot 
to play for long. So they brought us under a covered area and let us 
rehydrate. A Cambodian lady was already there and waiting for us. 


She let us choose a paper shade umbrella on which we were to paint 
a symbol. I’ve heard them called parasols. But these were more Asian looking 
and were pretty chunky even when folded. Mr. Adam asked us to draw then 
paint one of our religious symbols on our umbrella. Our resident artist smiled 
politely when he said this. | don’t think she understood English. 


Instead she demonstrated how to paint a beautiful elephant on the 
opened blades of our paper parasol. My elephant looked more like a 
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pregnant groundhog. After all it was Spring back home and that is when the 
ground hog comes out to look for his shadow. So my efforts were not totally 
misdirected. 


Our instructor was a kind lady and she gave me a sympathetic smile. 
Then she confiscated my umbrella and was able to rescue the drawing and 
add a few twists and twirls of her brush that brought my pachyderm back to 
life. Mom’s birthday had already come and gone in the weeks leading up to 
the trip. But Mothers Day was coming up in May. So | was satisfied that | 
already had a gift for her, to which she could only sing praises and smother 
me with hugs of affection. 


We were told to leave our umbrellas open and spread out to dry 
overnight. Meanwhile we could go back to our rooms and change into 
bathing suits. Mr. Adam would do the same and be our life guard. Mom 
claimed that her bathing suit did not survive the trip from Canada so she 
would just watch from the sidelines. | suspect that she had put on a bit of 
weight from enjoying all the delicious local delicacies, and having so little to 
do around the house with Kim there full time. She was shy about her size. 
Miss Peachi said she would keep Mom company and she also sit out the 
swimming. 


We were back at the pool with towels and swim suits before you 
could say ‘doggy paddle’. The Asian kids, and their parents, were all frightfully 
aware of the risks of skin cancer from the intense tropical sun. So everyone in 
the class was wearing spandex swim tops with long sleeves and various 
athletic logos on them. Mr. Adam and | were the only 2 with bare chests! No 
one said anything, but | felt pretty self-conscious. 


| was going to put my tee shirt back on. But on second thought, if it 
was good enough for Mr. Adam, it was good enough for me. Besides it was 
late afternoon and the sun’s rays presented little danger at this angle. After 
about 15 minutes, a few of the other boys decided to take off their protective 
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swim shirts and go bare chest as well. We looked like we were all auditioning 
for a Tarzan movie. 


It’s funny how you change when you are away from your parents. 
Many of the boys started to show off to impress a certain ‘you know who’. 
And most boys had their own ‘you know who’ to impress, so there was a lot 
of impressing going on. Well, not me! Mom was pretending to read a 
magazine and make chit chat with Miss Peachi. But | could feel her gaze like a 
jail guard watching prisoners, in the exercise yard in a penitentiary movie. 
And | had no chance of escape. 


Some guys were climbing up to the top level of the diving ladders and 
canon balling. It wasn’t clear whether ‘you know who’ was sufficiently 
impressed, because all the girls managed to huddle up at the other end of the 
pool, and didn’t appear to even notice that we were there. Mr. Adam was 
pretty tolerant and nodded consent, as long as they made sure there was no 
body in the way of their fall into the water. 


You couldn’t call what they were doing a dive. It was just gravity 
doing its job, with some howling on the way down. However, before long a 
staff member from the school came along and said that they did not allow 
the resident students to use the top diving board, so we must follow the 
same rule. 


Mr. Adam gave us an alternative way to let out our aquatic artistry. 
He held his breath and squatted in the pool while we would take a turn to 
stand on his shoulders, hold his hands and he would rise up as fast as he 
could. That was our cue to dive. Once again we endeavored to impress ‘you 
know who’, to little avail. 


An hour evaporated, as we continued to cool off in the fading 
afternoon light. Finally we were told to take our pruned fingers and toes and 
go back to the rooms to shower and change for dinner. Since | had been 
designated as the keeper of the key by my roommates, and since they had 
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only done that to avoid responsibility, | took my time drying off my body. | 
busied myself shaking my hair dry and leaning over at the waist, while kicking 
one leg like a mule as | tried to clear the water out of my ear. 


When | had kept the boys waiting long enough to remind them who 
had the key, | pretended not to notice their impatience and mockingly 
hurried to catch up. | think they regretted their hasty decision of having me 
as the Keeper of the Key. 


Dinner was a rerun of lunch with only a few slight changes in the 
menu. A few of the resident guys started to notice some of the more mature 
girls in our class. We resented that, but thought all we could do was glare and 
hope they felt intimidated by our tough expressions. In truth | felt like we 
were about as threatening as Mr. Bean. We did get a bit of satisfaction when 
the tables were turned. 


Some of the girls in residence were looking at our table of guys and 
then turning into a huddle and whispering then ending that with a big laugh. 
At first it felt a bit like a put down. But Mason went up to the dessert table, 
and at the same time one of the girls from the resident’s table did the same. 
She picked up a small plate and dessert fork and headed to the fresh fruit 
which was beside the sweets that Mason was standing at. As she passed him, 
her fork accidently fell and he was quick to retrieve it for her. 


She bent down at the same time to fetch it herself, and their heads 
almost bumped. But at the last moment Mason lifted his gaze and looked 
into her eyes and she looked at him. There was a big smile from both 
contestants in this struggle of the ice breaker. Mason couldn’t get words to 
come out of his mouth. 


Unfortunately all Mason could remember her saying was thank you. 
He wasn’t fast enough to ask her name. She stood and turned back to her 
table. Mission accomplished! She seemed to have much more confidence, 
which frightened him to the point that he forgot his dessert on the table as 
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he floated back to our group. Clearly he was gone from this world and was in 
no shape to play games with us tonight. He needed to be alone with his 
thoughts. 


After all plates were scrapped, and it took a lot longer for some of 
our classmates to accomplish that, Mr. Adam directed us to the common 
area for a few instructions. It was just after 6:30 p.m. and it was already 
getting dark. Daylight hours in the tropics don’t change much over the year. 
Back home, up north, it can still be bright out at 9:30 p.m. during the summer 
months. Winter was just the opposite, with total darkness covering us by 
about 4:00 p.m. Given that it was too dark to play on the field now, we were 
given instructions to return to our rooms and do some mandatory paper 
work. 


We were to do a daily log of our activities and include some 
reflection on our feelings as we went through each activity. Miss Peachi had 
prepared some attractive souvenir booklets for our record keeping. | still had 
this recurring image of the life of a sea captain 500 years ago, so writing my 
‘Captain’s Log’ was all the inspiration | needed. 


Next, we were to review our list of U.O.I. research questions. 
Tomorrow after breakfast we were going to head over to Angkor Wat for the 
first of our 2 day investigation. If there was time after that we could play 
some of the board games we had been asked to bring. 


We were told that after everyone was in their rooms, the chaperones 
would come by each room and put a piece of tape across the crack of the 
door, on the outside. In the morning we would have to wait to be ‘released’ 
from our rooms. If any room was missing ‘chaperone tape’ across the outside 
doorframe, they would be jugged for the day — which was a code word for 
grounded from activities. | didn’t want to say it to Mr. Adam but somebody 
has been watching too many James Bond movies. 
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We didn’t want to acknowledge our fatigue after a day of travel, sun 
and games, swimming and heartbreak. But we had all pretty well run out of 
gas. | wanted to show them a favorite card game from back home, called 
Farm Animal Snap. But it would have to wait until tomorrow. Images of 
Khmer Temples were making their way in to our dreams. 
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Chapter 16 — Who Is That Girl? 


Mason was the first one awake and he was not a gentle roommate. 
He walked around the apartment like a hungry elephant scrounging for 
snacks. Mercifully, Mr. Adam came by and removed the tape from our door. 
He shared a big smile that seemed more like he was mocking our fatigue. We 
were keen to see Angkor Wat, which is one of the Wonders of the World. But 
first, breakfast. 


We sat at the same table as last time and sure enough, the resident 
students apparently had the same routine. That meant that the girls we had 
not yet properly finished meeting, were sitting near our table. They were 
huddled close, leaning over their table and talking rapidly in a conspiratorial 
manner. We could not hear what they were saying. But they did occasionally 
come up for air, and glanced around the room, with a fraction of a second 
hesitation when their gaze crossed our table. | could sense that there was 
hope for us yet. Maybe it was more a case of who was the hunter, and who 
was the prey? 


The girl who had dropped her dessert fork made the first move. She 
got up and went to the bread station and started to toast some bread. Mason 
took the hint and copied her moves. While they waited for the bread to turn 
brown, they chatted about something that caused them both to smile a lot. 


Finally when Mason got back to our table he proceeded to slowly 
butter his toast and periodically glanced over at the girls’ table. We were 
patient for all of about 30 seconds. Finally Liam made it clear that we had 
endured long enough and we were entitled to some details. Mason filled us 
in on the bare facts. 


The girls each had parents who worked in Siem Reap. One girl’s 
father was an anthropologist and was studying the Angkor Wat temple ruins 


for his university back home. Another girl’s parents were both employed by a 
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big high tech telecommunications company. In SEA everyone had a cell 
phone, or would have one by the end of this decade, if her parents did their 
job right. That was all the information he could manage to get during one 
toasting session. | felt that his sleuthing skills were seriously lacking but we 
would have to wait until the next cafeteria rendezvous to learn more. 


Our bus’ diesel engine was already humming and the air con was a 
pleasant respite from the tropical heat, even at this early hour. We were now 
in the habit of sitting in the same seat each time we boarded. So taking 
attendance was a rapid operation and we were soon rolling. Our stewardess 
was talking through the PA system and telling us about what we would be 
seeing on day 1. But her heavy Khmer accent and our excited chattering 
made it hard to understand what she was saying. 


We were soon deposited at the curb to the Admissions Gate. Mr. 
Adam asked Miss Peachi to look after paying for all the tickets. Meanwhile 
we each had to line up in front of a golf ball sized, digital computer camera, 
and have our photos snapped. This was then printed directly onto our 
admission ticket which was inserted into a plastic sleeve and which we had to 
wear at all times while inside the grounds. All the girls pulled out combs and 
mirrors and started preening, before allowing anyone to snap a photo. That 
slowed us down a bit. 


While we waited, the staff handed out a folded map of the grounds. 
When it was fully opened we could see how huge this place really was. It 
would definitely take more than a day to explore all of the surrounding 
temples. Eventually we were all processed and ready for the long march to 
the first temple. 
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Mr. Adam knew the grounds very well after having lived in Siem Reap 
and visiting these temples many times. He led us first to Angkor Wat (the 
small green box at the bottom of our map). It appeared to be one of the 
smaller temples. But when we looked up from our brochures, in front of us 
was a massive complex. It had a three tiered pyramid, crowned by five lotus- 
like towers rising 65 metres from ground level. It was the brain child of King 
Suryavarman Il in the 12th century and was dedicated to the Hindu god 
Vishnu. 


The reason that its gate faced west was a mystery. One theory was 
that west is where the sun goes down and so it may have represented the 
king’s funeral temple at the end of his life, symbolized by the end of the day. 
The temple was surrounded by a moat 1300 metres X 1500 metres. The 
temple itself was 1 km square. 


As we crossed the bridge over the moat and entered the temple 
everyone was in awe and we just couldn’t believe the number of bas-relief 
wall carvings. Our English speaking guide had a microphone, like the police 
use to tell people to get back, nothing to see here. But we pushed forward. 
He told us that there were nearly 2000 distinctively carved apsara carvings on 
the wall. It was these apsara carvings that captured my attention. 
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The apsara carvings were cut into the rock walls after the stones 
were assembled. | wondered, if the carver made a mistake and chipped off 
the nose accidentally while chiseling, would he likely have his real nose 
chopped off by the king’s guards? The apsaras were beautiful ladies dressed a 
bit like our bus stewardess, with a long sarong dress. But their tops were 
form fitting like the kind girls wear when they go to the gym. At least that is 
what they looked like to me. 


Imagine my surprise when Liam pointed to his guide book, which said 
that the apsara ladies went topless in those days! Apsaras were the court 
ladies who lived like princesses and added to the exquisiteness of the palace. 
| was distracted and went into one of my thinking-at-1500-words-per-minute 
sessions, as | compared them to the beautiful models who are hired to stand 
around new cars when they show them at conventions or on TV commercials. 
Beauty sells. No doubt about it. 


But | was definitely feeling that nagging sense that | had seen these 
images before somewhere. This was my first trip to Angkor Wat, and | don’t 
usually watch TV documentary shows, so it was not likely that | had seen 
them on TV. Surely it would come to me. 


Since Dara was busy snapping photos on my new camera | decided to 
use my cell phone to take a few shots of my own. Dad’s secretary had been 
able to get each of us new local SIM cards into our phones from home. That 
was great since | didn’t have to learn all the functions on a new phone. And | 
still had all my contacts in this one. 


As | waited for it to turn on | continued to study the wall that 
stretched on forever. Mr. Adam told us to circulate counter clockwise and 
regroup in one hour at the place where we started. | don’t have a wrist 
watch. Even if | did | wouldn’t know how to read the dials, since it was never 
important to me. So which way is clock wise? 
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| had solved that problem by installing an app on my phone that 
showed both an animated version of an old rotary clock and a modern digital 
on the same screen. When | opened the app and studied the sweeping dial | 
knew that | had to start walking in the opposite or counter clockwise 
direction. | love it when | can solve little problems by myself. 


| opened the camera function on my phone so that | could finish what 
| started. | snapped a few shots of the apsaras and then | took a few more, 
after zooming in. The lighting did not do justice to the carvings so | had to 
stand at an angle and get some shadow to show the 3D depth of the carvings. 
After about 8 or 10 shots | wanted to see if | was getting the results that my 
eyes saw. Cameras don’t always do that, and everything comes through in 
2D. 


As | was scrolling through my photos, | decided to keep on going 
through older shots to refresh my memory of what else | had on this memory 
card. To be honest, | was having one of those nostalgia moments and wanted 
to look at some reminders of home. Then, my eye caught something | had 
forgotten about. On my way home from school one day last autumn, | had 
snapped a picture of some of the graffiti in the train underpass. One of the 
spray paintings was of that beautiful shapely lady that | had been curious 
about at the time. When | compared it to the carvings on the wall in front of 
me, they were identical. How could that be? 


Here | was on the opposite side of the world, looking at a wall full of 
carvings of beautiful ladies. And on my phone was a picture of a lady who 
was identical in dress and style and shape, spray painted on a concrete train 
underpass, on the other side of the planet. | was determined to find out what 
this coincidence was all about. 
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Chapter 17 — Help Me, Please! 


| waited until my U.O.I| group went ahead a few paces and | found a 
shaded spot to sit down and seek out some assistance. Sonya had responded 
to my Facebook friend request and now | was hoping that she would be able 
to get some answers for me. But, since it was now past 11:00 a.m. here, she 
would be in bed back home. | would have to wait at least until tonight, my 
time, for Sonya to read my message and another whole day for her reply. 
That is, assuming that she checked her messages every day, and assuming 
that she would want to help. 


My best chance of recruiting her help would be if she saw how 
serious the dilemma was. It was imperative that | make this message to her 
sound urgent and important. | crafted my text as quickly as | could, given the 
circumstances: 


Sonya. Please look at these 2 attached pictures. One was 
taken just now, at a very old temple, here in Cambodia. The 
other is a photo | took a few months ago. It’s a graffiti spray 
painted on the train underpass, near school, on the way to my 
house. 

This is driving me crazy and | need your help. How can 
the same ancient stone carving of a woman in Cambodia, appear 
on a train underpass wall in North America? What kind of 
mysterious plot is this? Can you please help me? | need you to 
ask around and find out who painted that picture and why they 
put it there. Please reply soon. 

Your Friend, Noah. 
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| didn’t have to sign off with, “Your Friend”, like a written paper 
letter. But | wanted to include that part about being her friend so she would 
know that | hadn’t forgotten about her. All | could do now was wait. 


| caught up to the rest of my group, and the guide, who was giving us 
more information than we could digest in a month. The most interesting fact 
to me was that each stone block was placed on top of the next, with no 
mortar between them. Somehow, and this is still a mystery, they transported 
these huge stones from the mountains many miles away and ground them 
smooth so that they fit together flush, with barely a crack showing. Then the 
artisans would carve into the solid wall as though it was one piece. 


The more | thought about this, the more | appreciated how hard that 
must have been without trucks or any heavy machinery to move these huge 
rocks. We definitely had already collected enough data to complete our 
independent study for the unit of inquiry on ‘Expressing Ourselves’. And yet, 
we had only just begun our study of Angkor Wat. 


We were not the only interested visitors. There were hordes of 
people from all corners of the world shuffling through the temples. | didn’t 
understand any of their accents but | did guess by their dress and appearance 
that many of the independent tourists, who travelled on their own, were 
from various European countries. The Japanese, Chinese and Korean tour 
groups stuck very close together. They paid close attention to their guides 
who had umbrellas of various bright colours to identify their group. They 
seemed oblivious to the other groups and individuals and just plowed 
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through where ever they were headed, without concern or apologies to 
anyone. Their sole purpose was to digitally record every second of their visit, 
some using expensive Single Lens Reflex cameras that had telescopic lenses 
the size of baseball bats. There were others who preferred their phone- 
camera attached to a selfie-stick which was held high in front of them, as 
though they were the celebrity narrators of an award winning documentary. 


When we had finished our lap of the first temple, we regrouped at 
the place where we started and Mr. Adam told us to go to the nearby 
collection of tents and huts to have some lunch. It would be faster if we 
broke into our smaller study groups, and fanned out among the food stalls, to 
get served for lunch and meet back at 1:00 p.m. for the next temple on our 
agenda. 


Without a word of explanation, Dara left our independent study 
group and headed off to mingle with the other girls from the class. Who 
could blame her? Liam, Mason and | found a small wooden table with stools 
inside a food stall. We agreed to stick with the tried and true amok dt’ray 
(fish curry with coconut milk sauce baked in banana leaves). It was delicious, 
cheap and fast. 


As we sat quietly digesting our lunch, my eyes took in the whole 
scene in front of me. Asians can linger forever over a meal. They hardly say a 
word to each other when they sit down. But when the food arrives, the 
chatter starts and goes none stop for as long as the food holds out and time 
permits. The Temple staff was easily identifiable in their matching kaki 
coloured uniforms. They knew from practice that lunch was limited to one 
hour and they paced themselves to maximize the conversation they could 
exchange in that time. | didn’t understand their conversation. But it was clear 
from the body language that each one was comparing some characteristic of 
the tourists they had encountered that morning. One guide did a pantomime 
of a pregnant woman who looked like she would be rushed to the hospital at 
any moment. It was done in an innocent way with no sarcasm indicated. 
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The group all laughed with brilliant white teeth that had never seen a 
dentist. Their healthy diet of natural cooked foods and fresh fruit did not 
include cola drinks and chocolate bars. Their complexions were smooth as a 
baby’s and they looked healthy from a diet of natural food, and a daily fitness 
routine of walking the tour for hours, every day, with visiting customers. 


The foreigner tourists who | noticed were clearly not accustomed to 
the heat would surely be splurging on a foot massage at their hotels at the 
end of the day. The guides, who were paid a meager income and hoped for 
generous tips, could not afford such luxury. The best they could manage was 
to soak their feet in water at the end of the day and watch a Khmer soap 
opera on an antiquated television that had survived only through numerous 
trips to the repair shop. 


As | watched the locals it was clear to me how the tourist dollars 
were spread around the city. First in line for remuneration, | noticed, were a 
group made up of; the tour guides, the tuk tuk drivers, the restaurant staff, 
hotel front desk and room service staff. They wore newer, cleaner uniforms. 
But those locals who made such a living directly from tourists, in turn spread 
those dollars to the local community. 


That second group on the pyramid of poor society was made up of 
those who ran the wet market stalls and local motorbike repair shops, and 
schooled the local kids, and did construction labour and maintained the tour 
buses and so on and so on. The economy had thrived from the many tourist 
dollars. But each local knew their place in the bigger picture. Or so it 
appeared to me. 


Since we still had time before the next item on our agenda, the three 
of us wandered over to the souvenir stalls that were adjacent to the food 
service area. Once again | was making mental notes on how the local 
economy worked. | suppose my father’s career in finance was rubbing off 
indirectly. 
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My first observation in that area was how young the staff looked. 
This was a school day. And surely these teens, who were manning the stalls, 
were not old enough to have graduated from school. | was totally astonished 
when an attractive girl of about 13, spoke to me in perfect English. 


The first thing she asked me was, “Where-you-come-fom?” Well, it 
wasn’t perfect, but her English was pretty good and | understood her clearly. 
When | told her | came from Canada, what came next totally floored me. She 
was like a little chatter box. 


She rattled off a dozen facts about my home country, like, “Capital 
city is Ottawa, 2 official languages; French and English, hockey is number one 
sport, Prime Minister is Trudeau, “, and on and on. When she stopped | had 
to do a double take as she was such a wealth of knowledge. 


Her inexpensive clothes looked a bit tired, as did her expression. But | 
could smell the clean, fresh odor of laundry powders. She took pride in her 
appearance. Her black hair was held back with a simple clip and it glistened in 
the noon day sun. 


She wanted to sell me a piece of bamboo that was cut in a peculiar 
fashion but when she put it in her mouth and fanned the edge of bamboo 
that protruded out the side, it had the same sound as a jews-harp. By 
humming and at the same time changing the shape of her mouth she was 
able to play a song for us. After a few bars | was able to recognize one of my 
Dad’s favourite songs, called Hotel California by the Eagles. How she learned 
that trick I’ll never know. 


—— 
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She stopped after one verse and held it out for me to try. | could see 
some saliva on the mouth part, so | smiled and declined. “Only $5!”, she 
blurted. When | handed it back, she dropped her price to $2. And her smile 
seemed to drop a few notches as well. | considered offering $1 but felt that 
would be an insult. So | dug in my pocket and found the right amount of cash 
to seal the deal. 


When she handed over the instrument in a bright red plastic bag, | 
gave her my biggest smile. | was rewarded by a mutually sincere ear-to-ear 
grin. She immediately started to scan the passing crowd for her next 
customer. In the hopes of prolonging our conversation | asked if she had any 
brothers or sisters. That seemed a bit too personal, but she could see in my 
eyes that | was sincerely interested and she returned her focus to me. 


She told me, in her best broken English, that she was 14 and an 
orphan. Her parents were farmers and they had both died when they were 
plowing a field and hit an unexploded land mine left in the ground after that 
war Miss Peachi told us about. Next month her boss was going to marry her 
off to a rich store owner in a nearby country village. He was at least double 
her age but she would have a good life and maybe have some babies who 
would take care of her when she got old. 


That seemed a bit harsh and | asked if that was what would make her 
happy. She didn’t answer but went back to looking for customers for her 
trinkets and souvenirs. | had to ask, so | stepped into her line of vision and 
inquired if she would prefer to go to school and learn some special job. With 
flooded eyes, she looked to her left, then gave a two word answer; “Animal 
doctor.” 


She told me her name was Nari and | told her | would be back 
tomorrow at the same time, and maybe | could try to help her. She seemed 
to appreciate my concern. But her expression told me she didn’t think that 
she had won the winning lottery numbers this time when she met me. No 
doubt she had been promised many rescues by well-intentioned tourists who 
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then flew home the next day, forgetting their promises for this street urchin. 
| assured her that | would return. And | meant it. 


Our afternoon touring was much more of the same and my brain was 
feeling saturated when we finally loaded up the bus and headed back to our 
host school for a swim, a meal and whatever came next. Our agenda was 
written in the back of our beautiful Diary Booklets. But | was not interested in 
reading that right now. 


My mind was on Nari and what she would be eating for dinner 


tonight, and where she would be sleeping, and what her wedding plans might 
include. Sometimes life doesn’t seem fair. 
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Chapter 18 — Puzzles and Solutions 


After our swim and meal, we were scheduled to have a movie night. 
When the class congregated in the Rec’ Center, we spread out and managed 
to put our feet up on chairs while a recent movie appeared on the projected 
screen in front of us. We were tired from walking in the sun which we were 
not used to, and full from another buffet dinner of delicious international 
selections. The swim and shower had drained the last of our energy and 
everyone seemed content with the prospect of veg’ing out with a film. A few 
guys managed to sit beside that ‘certain someone’ so they could whisper to 
each other as the movie was in progress. 


| saw Mr. Adam sitting at the back of the room with his hat pulled 
down low. | hoped he wasn’t asleep because | had something important to 
ask him. When | sat down on his right side he rolled his eyes at me and 
patted the empty seat on his /eft side. | found out later that he is deaf in that 
right ear. In his university days he had a part time job as the sound engineer 
for a heavy metal rock band. He was required to sit with his back to the wall 
on the right side of each auditorium, since the sound ‘snake’ (multi- 
microphone cable) was not long enough to reach the back of even the 
smallest auditorium. As a result, his right ear was up against the speakers all 
night and eventually he became deaf in that ear. Occupational hazard is what 
they call it these days. 


So | whispered into his left ear that | was worried about a friend | just 
met. That seemed to be enough of a prompt to get him to tap Miss Peachi on 
the shoulder and give her a nod of his head that he would be outside for a 
few minutes. She nodded back and he and | quietly left by the back door. 


The warm fragrant evening air was a pleasant change from the crisp 
artificial air conditioning. Geckos were sending out their messages of 
greeting, but all else was very still and quiet. | didn’t have much confidence in 
approaching Mr. Adam with my plea for help. It was a relief when he broke 
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the ice with a harmless reference to the busy day and still evening air being 
total opposites. 


He started to ramble about opposites shown in the Yin and the Yang 
that you see everywhere in symbols. The large circle consists of the black and 
white “S” pattern in a circle with a little dot of the white in the black and a 
little dot of the black in the white. Being an incurable teacher he began a mini 
lesson on how life is full of opposites. By the time he ran through cold and 
hot, male and female, light and dark, we were back where we started, day 
and night, and | took the opportunity to cut in. 


| asked him what he thought was a good age to get married? His 
shocked face made me comprehend that he assumed that | was talking about 
myself and seeking his guidance. But | quickly added that | was worried about 
a ‘friend’. He looked relieved and added that the legal age in Cambodia was 
18. But it was not uncommon in country farm villages for a young couple of 
16 years old or even younger to have a village ceremony and move in 
together. 


| quickly retold the story of Nari and how she was so clever with 
languages and learning things from her daily contact with tourists. When | 
told him that she was going to be sold as a child bride, to a much older man, 
Mr. Adam’s brow went all wrinkly. He held up his index finger in the universal 
‘hold on’ signal, pulled out his mobile cell phone and scrolled through his 
numbers. In a flash he had contacted someone and from the tone of voice 
and laughing | knew he was talking to a friend. But he had his back turned 
and kept his voice down low. 


After hanging up, he looked at his watch which again | thought was 
redundant. Why didn’t he just look at the time on his phone when he hung 
up? Old habits die hard | guess. He started walking towards the school gate 
and said that we were in luck. His friend Alastair Johnson was just heading 
home from a late meeting and would be passing by this way in a few minutes. 
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Mr. Alastair was a friend of Mr. Adam’s during the days when he 
worked in Siem Reap. Mr. Alastair had started an NGO (Non Government 
Organization) which operated on donations and looked after orphans. 
Hundreds and hundreds slipped through the cracks, like Nari. His group had 
saved many orphaned street kids over the years. 


While we waited at the school gate Mr. Adam continued to fill me in 
on the work that Mr. Alastair was doing. His group was called CUP which 
stood for Child Underage Protection. It was one of numerous groups that 
tried their best to bring aid to the underprivileged people of Cambodia. 


The stories Miss Peachi told me on the bus were still fresh in my 
mind and | could not yet fathom the extent of the damage inflicted by the 
Khmer Rouge. Killing 2 million people from your own country was just the 
most insane thing | had ever heard. Dealing with the aftermath was even 
more bizarre. 


The remnants of murdered families had to carry on as best they 
could. Older siblings became surrogate parents to their younger brothers and 
sisters. Often children were denied the luxury of schooling in order to do 
forced work in the fields and grow their own bare essential foods for survival. 


Those who returned to the city, which had been deserted for all 
those years, were even worse off. They had to do whatever it took to survive. 
Nobody wanted to talk about what that involved. Groups like CUP were 
struggling to keep up to the volume of children who came their way in 
desperation. 


When the lights of an SUV swung off the main road and into the 
school grounds, | could see the painted logo on the side door. It was a big 
coffee mug, tilted and being held by an adult hand. Sipping out of it was a 
skinny young child. And the words Child Underage Protection were translated 
into Khmer underneath the CUP logo, along with a local cell phone number. 
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A giant of a man quickly stepped out of the vehicle. He was huge, and 
| immediately felt like | was about to be tackled by a football lineman as he 
rushed towards us. His arms were out, as if to receive a pass. But instead he 
was reaching out to hug his friend Mr. Adam. He was a man used to living 
every minute in a hurry, and with many obligations, that much was clear. 


Mr. Adam quickly introduced me, and then turned and asked if Mr. 
Alastair had room for one more orphan. Indeed he did, somewhat like the 
Christmas story about the keeper of the inn, where Mary and Joseph were 
told they could use the stable overnight. Always room for one more was how 
he put it. He would find a safe space for her. | hoped he wouldn’t be putting 
Nari in an animal barn like they did for Jesus and his parents. 


After a few pleasantries between the men, they turned to me and 
asked for more details regarding Nari. When | got to the part about her boss 
selling her into marriage to an older man, Mr. Alastair did that same 
crumpled forehead look that Mr. Adam had earlier. He was clearly a man of 
action and less talk. He would meet Mr. Adam and | at noon tomorrow for 
lunch, at the same temple food place we ate at today. 


Mr. Adam thanked his friend and closed the driver’s door as they said 
goodbye, and nice to see you, and all that good old buddy stuff. Then he 
walked me back to the movie room with his hand on my shoulder and told 
me not to worry about a thing. | slipped in to a chair beside the others, but 
couldn’t recall by the next day what the movie was even about. 


My mind was racing along like a time machine going into the future. | 
was picturing Nari and | finishing university together, wearing our black 
graduation robes and throwing our mortarboard caps in the air. And then my 
mind leaped forward some more and we were on our honeymoon walking 
along a beach at sunset holding hands with our pant legs rolled up and the 
waves tickling our feet. Fast forward and we were in our own car, with the 
stereo up loud while we cruised along through the deserted country roads on 
a sunny summer day. 
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Suddenly, | found myself waking from a deep sleep and the crying 
noise of a fussing baby was waking me up. | cracked open one eye and Nari 
was not there. It was 6:30 a.m. and time for a shower and Day 2 of The 
Temple Tour. Soon Mr. Adam would rip off the tape on the outer frame of 
our door and we would be like birds with an open cage door; free but with 
some trepidation. 
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Chapter 19 — Escape 


Funny how something can be so appealing when you first try it. But 
as you repeat the experience over and over, the novelty wears off, and the 
taste just isn’t there. That cafeteria, with the delicious selection of foods, was 
losing its appeal. Or to be honest, maybe | was just feeling pretty tense about 
what might go wrong later today and nothing felt right. 


What if Mr. Alastair showed up to take Nari away to a safe refuge 
and her boss showed up at the same time? What if there was a fight? What if 
her boss had a gun? Maybe I’ve seen too many action movies. Or maybe | 
have an overactive imagination; or both. But | was tense. And nothing felt 
comfortable right now. 


We loaded the bus in our regular seats. That much was routine by 
now. And as usual, the same small group was late getting on the bus. That 
too was getting on my nerves. | wanted to say something to them about their 
tardiness being rude and inconsiderate. But | thought I’d better leave that to 
Mr. Adam or Miss Peachi. 


Unfortunately they were both too gentle. Or maybe they were too 
concerned with what exaggerated stories the parents would hear later from 
their little princes and princesses. So they said nothing. The selfish, 
thoughtless ones were able to control the agenda somewhat. | made a 
promise to myself to somehow teach them a lesson. But not right now. 


| doubt that Mom would say anything to these kids. She had been 
almost invisible so far and | was grateful for that. She had attached herself to 
a group of girls who were focused on the architecture of the period as their 
topic of inquiry. | guess she was recalling her own self-conscious younger 
years and was giving me some slack. It also occurred to me that she did not 
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want to alienate the other parents by scolding the tardy group of kids in 
public. 


| was left to wonder who would teach this little gang some manners. 
It was the same scenario on the airplane from Canada. We sat in our seats 
waiting for the last passengers to board. They had arrived loud and flushed, 
with bags full of Duty Free shopping and not a thought for the rest of the 
passengers who had sat on the plane, fuming for 20 minutes waiting for 
them. That lesson would have to be put on hold for the moment. 


We arrived at the ruins for Day Two and since we still all had our 
photo ID from yesterday, we got through the gate much faster this time. Miss 
Peachi had collected everyone’s photo-admission card passes the night 
before and held on to them overnight. Clever lady! | guess she had been on 
similar trips and knew the pitfalls to avoid. She returned these to us on the 
bus, with the help of our ever lovely stewardess. 


Today we were focusing on the Buddhist temple of Bayon. It was 
built 900 years ago under the reign of King Jayavarman VII. Our stewardess 
explained that there were 37 standing towers. Each one had four giant stone 
faces looking in the direction of the four compass points. They reminded me 
of those rock busts on Easter Island. 


Like Angkor Wat, Bayon had many stone wall carvings that depict 
scenes of everyday life, such as cockfighting, market scenes, chess games and 
child birth. My group had to use our imaginations to come up with 
interpretations to our U.O.I. questions about worship. One bas-relief, wall 
carving, contained real life depictions of a sea battle between the Khmer and 
the Cham. It was hard to connect sea battles to worship. Because it was 
constructed over a period of 100 years, the scenes were an odd mixture that 
was not a clear story. 


With all the surrounding jungle foliage it was dark this early in the 
day, and hard to get the right light to show the three dimensional beauty. 
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Dara kept adjusting the camera and snapping off dozens of shots. | was 
thankful that Uncle Steve had included a spare battery and an extra memory 
card in this Christmas present. Dara was going to have a hard time cutting 
down the number of slides in our Power Point presentation to the class, 
which was part of the summative assessment. 


Meanwhile Mason and Liam and | continued to compare 
interpretations and draw conclusions that were a bit embellished. But we did 
the best we could at connecting our Inquiry topic with the subject matter we 
were forced to deal with. At the very least, it was a good way to kill the time 
until lunch. 


When the hour to eat finally arrived, | excused myself from the group 
and said that | was having a bit of a problem with my tummy, and needed to 
spend some time in the toilet. They understood immediately. We agreed to 
meet back here at Bayon Temple at 1:00 p.m.. 


It was a long walk back to the kiosk near Angkor Wat, where we ate 
and shopped yesterday. Our rendezvous time was approaching and | was hot. 
But | forced my legs to move a little faster and that made me work up a 
sweat. Along the way | stopped at a little push cart and bought a can of cold 
drink. As | looked over the selection | was drawn to a peculiar name called 
Pocari Sweat. lf they had the gall to name a drink sweat, | was adventurous 
enough to try it. To my surprise the ice cold, lemon flavoured drink gave me 
relief and | pushed on to my meeting with destiny. Actually her name was not 
Destiny but Nari. 


When | arrived at the food stall, next to her souvenir stand, Nari was 
nowhere to be seen. The plastic roller curtain was lowered over her stall. My 
stomach did a few somersaults but | tried to remain calm and took a seat at 
the old patched table next door. When the old lady asked for my order | just 
barked, “Amok!”, and she walked away probably thinking | was a bit rude. 
But | was tense and scared. 
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Five minutes of waiting can feel like five hours. Finally Mr. Adam 
showed up and sat down across from me. He could see the worry in my face 
and quickly set my mind at ease. 


Mr. Alastair had anticipated that lunch time at the kiosk would be full 
of tourists. So he arrived at 11:30, half an hour ahead of time. He spoke with 
the old lady who was now getting my amok, and asked her if there was a 
young girl named Nari working nearby. The old lady didn’t trust people who 
asked too many questions so she lied and said there was no one here by that 
name. 


But her eyes had given her away. She had momentarily glanced to 
her left, towards the stall next door where Nari sold souvenirs. That was 
enough of a clue. It was a good thing she didn’t play poker, or her eyes would 
give her hand away every time. 


Mr. Adam told me that Mr. Alastair quickly stepped next door before 
the old lady could give a warning. He assumed correctly, from my description, 
that this was the ‘Nari’ | had told him about. When he said her name she did 
not reply immediately. Like the old lady next door she had learned to be wary 
of strangers who knew too much. She was not sure if this man was 
trustworthy. But when Mr. Alastair recounted all the details from our 
meeting yesterday, she realized that he could not know such facts without 
having been informed by me. 


When he stressed that they needed to leave immediately, she agreed 
to lock up the shop the same way she did every night. She had no time to 
gather any personal belongings; not that she had much of value anyway. | 
imagine like me, last night she had dreamt of how her life could change 
suddenly and dramatically. She was ready to take a chance in order to escape 
the distasteful, alternative fate that awaited her. 


Mr. Alastair took her to his SUV and by now they were already in a 
safe and protected environment. She no longer needed to worry about being 


105 


Transfer of Power 


forced into a marriage that revolted her. And with the help of CUP her basic 
needs would be provided for and she would be given the opportunity to get a 
decent education. Her sharp mind and retention ability would provide her 
with the raw materials to start a new and prosperous life. 


Unfortunately that also meant that | would never get to see her 
again. Our brief encounter was now only going to be a memory with no hope 
of living that dream from last night. My whole body sagged and | felt empty. 
Mr. Adam was an observant man and concluded that | needed a short period 
of mourning, to accept that what might have been - never will be. 


| was happy for Nari and the new life that awaited her. At the same 
time | felt cheated. Life was full of could ‘ave’ and should ‘ave’. | had to 
accept that we would never meet again. And if we did meet some day in the 
distant future, | probably would not recognize her. She was now in the hands 
of a group that would prepare her for a life in the modern world. She would 
get new clothes and an education. With Mr. Alastair’s help, she might even 
get placed in a foster family in North America. 


Tonight | would dream about a time in the future where | would walk 
into a bank to apply for a credit card and, when the lovely lady at the desk 
asks me my name, | tell her Noah Power. And she will look up and ask me 
why | don’t recognize her. Then she will say, “ I’m Nari. Don’t you remember 
me?” 
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Chapter 20 — Mission Accomplished 


Mr. Adam kept me company on the way back to Bayon Temple. We 
didn’t talk. He was nice like that sometimes. My group had already moved on 
to the other towers. It took a few minutes but | finally caught up. They were 
not too upset with my absence and we carried on with our investigation. 


Liam wanted to show me a trick he learned as a kid. His grandfather 
showed him how to lay a coin on the table and cover it with a piece of paper. 
Then he took a sharp pencil and laid it on its side, and rubbed the lead pencil 
across the coin. It made a perfect copy of the coin on the paper. 


He suggested | try this on the temple. | wasn’t thinking too clearly but 
went ahead with his suggestion. | held a piece of paper against one of the 
Bayon wall carvings, or bas-reliefs as we started to call them. | started to rub 
my pencil sideways across it. 


Before | could make 3 swipes of my pencil | was surrounded by 
temple staff, all yelling at me in Khmer. This was obviously a serious 
misjudgment on my part. Wouldn’t you know it? The group that my mother 
was attached to came around the corner to see what all the yelling was 
about. 


First, Nari had been snatched from me. And now, | was in trouble 
with the Temple Police. And to add insult to injury, my mother and a group of 
classmates were all there to witness my embarrassment and my arrest. Could 
it get any worse? 


Mr. Adam also came to see what the yelling was about. When he saw 
me red faced, and in hot water with the guards, he went into crisis handling 
mode. He had learned a bit of Khmer language and explained to the guards 
that | had only been in Asia for a short time, and had not learned how to be 
more respectful. He promised to take me home and make sure that | was 
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appropriately punished. The guards calmed down and one of them walked 
over sternly and snatched the paper and pencil from my hands before 
walking away shaking his head. 


That seemed to take all the drama out of the scene and everyone 
was content to move along with their touring. | felt like crying. But that would 
be too much shame heaped upon humiliation. So | just picked up my 
backpack and pretended to be looking for something as | unzipped and 
zipped all the pockets. At least that spared me any embarrassing eye contact 
with my group or Mom or the others. 


After a couple of minutes, Mr. Adam handed me a cold bottle of 
water that he had just bought. He told me we would talk about it later, and 
turned and moved away. It felt like what he was really saying was, let’s forget 
about this and just get over it. Enough for one day! 


By 5:00 p.m. we were templed-out. We repeated the process of 
busing to residence, swim, cafeteria, to our rooms for journal time and then 
bed. It was a relief to see the sun go down on this bizarre day. 


While we waited for our turn in the shower, | found a quiet corner 
and opened up my internet connection. YES, there was a message from 
Sonya. She had come across, as the super sleuth | hoped she would be, and 
her message made some sense out of my Apsara mystery. 


At recess in the playground that afternoon, she asked around if 
anyone had ever noticed the graffiti in the train underpass. A couple of kids 
said they had seen them and they knew who did it. From her description | 
knew who they were. 


The artists were a couple of fringe kids who dressed a little eccentric, 
with hand me down rapper clothes that they bought from a second hand 
store. They wore fake nose piercings which they took out before arriving at 
school each day. And they tucked in their shirts and pulled up their jeans and 
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tightened their belts in an attempt to blend in and avoid conflict. The Vice 
Principal was an older man who was close to retirement and had no patience 
for anyone who challenged the system. So this group appeased him by faking 
their best Clark Kent meek and mild pillars of society. 


Sonya’s message said that she went straight up to them and asked 
them if they were the artists who ‘tagged’ the tunnel. Indeed they were, and 
they had bold plans to take it to a higher level. Sonya had a way to getting 
people to trust her. So this group bragged that they were soon going to make 
a much bigger and more public statement with their art. 


That was interesting, but not what my super sleuth wanted to know. 
Sonya asked if they had painted the picture of a woman with elaborate hair 
decoration, a big chest and Asian clothes. They shrugged and waited as if this 
was a cop TV show, and they were expecting to receive a bribe before giving 
information. 


Sonya wasn’t about to play that game. Instead, she asked if they 
wanted to see the original of that painting. That seemed tempting so she 
went ahead and showed them the Angkor Wat carving photo | had sent to 
her phone’s Facebook page. 


She briefly explained to them how she had come by that photo. Like 
me, they were amazed at how similar the temple carving was to the 
underpass graffiti. | guess that was enough to get them to let down their 
defenses. These kids enjoyed pushing the rules. They told her that they had 
made some fake ID that showed one of them with a false DOB (date of birth) 
that would allow him to buy alcohol. 


| knew about the store through my parents dinner time 
conversations. There was a small liquor store in the part of town where 
many immigrants lived. The residents of this area didn’t have much money so 
the neighbourhood was a bit run down. But it was affordable for those with 
limited funds. 
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The liquor store was run by an immigrant family. The parents left 
Cambodia in the mid 70’s to escape the Khmer Rouge torture and murder 
that Miss Peachi had talked about. This particular family had been hosted by 
a local church group in my home town. The Cambodian husband had learned 
English in Phnom Penh when he went to university. He was one of the 
educated class who Pol Pot was intent on murdering, in order to eliminate 
any competition for power. With a great deal of struggle and ingenuity, and 
the last of their family savings, he was able to get the family out of Cambodia 
and safely to Canada via a refugee camp in Thailand. 


The church got him a job stocking shelves in a food warehouse. His 
language skills were what made his job possible. He could read the English 
labels and put the contents in the correct locations. But the wages were 
paltry. He saved every penny. The family ate simple food and never spent 
money needlessly. 


When the local liquor store owner had to retire, due to old age and 
health, the Cambodian family had saved enough to buy the business. The 
church group who had helped the family emigrate from Cambodia, were not 
happy about this career choice. Alcohol was the devils business, according to 
some of the parishioners. But he never cheated anyone and refused to serve 
anyone who was drunk or underage. And he and his family worked long 
hours to save money for the children’s education. So the church council 
forgave him and continued to welcome him and his family into their services. 
Oddly enough some of his best customers were from the congregation. 


Sonya wrote more, telling me that when our classmate entered the 
store, it was pretty busy so he just hung back and observed. On the wall was 
a large poster sized reproduction of the woman that he later recreated on 
the underpass wall. He had a good memory for detail and, later, was able to 
redraw the lady almost exactly. He did take a bit of creative license with the 
painting. But it was clearly similar to the photo of the temple that | had sent 
to Sonya. 
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When the crowd in the store had cleared out, he told her that he was 
nervous but went to the counter and asked for a bottle of Canadian Club 
whisky. The Cambodian owner laughed when he showed the fake ID and told 
him to get out before he called the police. He didn’t get any booze. But he did 
have the inspiration for a graffiti painting that he created and | had admired. 


Sonya had used the voice to text function in her electronic message 
and there were a lot of mistakes. But | was able to follow her story well 
enough and it did explain the connection between my home town and the 
Angkor Wat apsaras. 


So, another mystery was put to rest. | thanked her with a short reply. 
And | promised to stay in touch when we got back to PP. But | didn’t mention 
Nari’s relocation to the CUP agency, or my temple wall-rubbing fiasco. That 
was enough drama for one day, thank you very much. 


112 


Transfer of Power 


PART Ill 


Chapter 21 —- Homeward Bound 


We were slow to pack for the trip home. But there was no hurry, as 
Mr. Adam had not yet released us from our taped door incarceration. Before 
being allowed to eat breakfast, we had to carry our bags down to the 
courtyard and line them up in a row beside the bus. The chaperones were 
then to check their allotted rooms for cleanliness, and collect the keys. Then 
we were allowed to eat. Cruelty to dumb animals | tell you! 


Naturally our ‘tardy trio’ was the last group to come down. When 
Miss Peachi asked for the room key, they couldn’t find it. We were all allowed 
to go off to the cafeteria for breakfast, once our room inspection was 
complete and our key was handed in. All that is, except the ‘tardy trio’. 


Miss Peachi stayed back with them while they emptied everything in 
their bags and searched the room. Their wasted time was now their 
punishment. They looked hungry and anxious to eat. In less than 15 minutes 
the missing key was found inside a running shoe. They were a quiet lot when 
they got to the cafeteria and most of us had already finished eating. | felt 
sorry for Miss Peachi who had to suffer along with them. 


Mason wasted no time in accidently lining up at the food stalls next 
to his ‘someone special’. They looked happy to see each other once again. 
But then, they knew it would be for the last time. They exchanged email 
addresses and promised to keep in touch. It seemed like a sincere farewell. 
But from my own recent experience with my list of classmates back home, | 
was sure that their promise would soon be a faded memory. And it occurred 
to me that “Miss Someone Special” met a new guy every week when a 
different school would come to stay at their home campus. 
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Once on the bus, we all settled back with full stomachs and prepared 
for the monotony of a five hour ride ahead of us. Miss Peachi had not eaten 
and looked a bit pale. | assumed it was because she had spent her meal time 
supervising the tardy trio. Mom told Miss Peachi to stay seated and 
volunteered to walk to the back of the bus to take attendance before we 
pulled out. | waved to her to come close and asked about Miss Peachi. Mom 
came embarrassingly close, but for good reason. She asked in a whisper if | 
could keep a secret. 


Then she told me, Miss Peachi was pregnant and suffering from 
morning sickness. That explained why she didn’t come into the pool with us 
on the first night. | wanted to go to the front and congratulate her. But, 
looking at her white face, now was not the right time. Maybe I’d have an 
opportunity later. 


Mr. Adam was in good spirits, now that his 24 hour a day 
responsibility was coming to an end. To make the trip a bit more fun he 
suggested that we take turns telling a story about our home country, to the 
whole bus. He would call out a name and that person would have to come to 
the front of the bus and tell their story, over the PA system, for all to hear. A 
chant went up from all of us that forced Mr. Adam to go first. 


With a smile, he agreed to start us off. Being from Canada he told us 
a story of an Eskimo boy that was written by Jack London. That is what Mr. 
Adam called him, Eskimo Boy. But everyone knows these days that we call 
them /nuit. 


So, this boy named Keesh and his mother lived in the smallest igloo in 
their village. Someone at the back of the bus yelled out, “What’s an igloo?” 
Once that was cleared up -- with some pity for this kid’s lack of background in 
basic geography -- Mr. Adam went on: 
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Keesh had seen 13 suns. In the Arctic, the sun comes up 
and stays up all 24 hours of the day, for half the year — with no dark 
of night all that time. 

And then it’s night and continuous dark for half the year... 
more or less. So 13 was his age. 

One day, in the sunshine part of the year, Keesh asked to talk 
to the village council elders. When they met in the big igloo, Keesh 
scolded them. He reminded them that, when his father Bok was alive, 
he was the best hunter and would kill two polar bears for every one 
that anyone else killed. 

Bok made sure that everyone got an equal share of the food, 
men and women and children, young and old. But he was dead now, 
and Keesh and mother were forced to live in the smallest igloo. The 
meat they were given was old and tough and boney. 

The village elders were shocked by this child’s bold comments 
and told him to go home and go to bed. Keesh told the council that he 
would not speak to them again, and he walked out. 

The next day he left the village and after 2 days he had not 
yet returned. The wives and mothers told their men that they had 
been wrong to scold the child whose father had been such a great 
and generous hunter for the whole village. 

The men remained silent and pondered their harsh words to 
the son of their greatest hunter. After two days Keesh finally 
returned. 


Some smart guy at the back of the bus asked if that 2 days meant, 6 
months of sun and 6 months of dark, 2 times...so he was gone for 2 years? 

Everyone in unison told him to shut up, which was a bit rude for 
Asians, but we wanted to hear the rest of the story. There’s one on every 
bus! At least he was paying attention. 


When Keesh returned to the village he told the other grown 
men to follow his foot tracks in the snow for a full day. They would 
find a dead female bear and 2 cubs to bring back on sleighs with 
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dogs. He told them to bring all the meat back and share it equally 
among everyone in the village. 

The men thought he was joking but chief Klosh-kwan told 
them to do as they were told. On the way to find the meat, they joked 
that even if the bears were found they would not be gutted and 
butchered properly. Wrong! Keesh had learned from his father, the 
proper way to hunt and harvest his meat. 

When they returned with all the meat there was great 
celebration. Some of the men started questioning how a boy could kill 
a she-bear with cubs. She-bears are very dangerous and protect their 
babies with their lives. Keesh said nothing, but he ate, and then slept 
fora very long overdue rest. 

The gossip grew more inquisitive. When he awoke he 
immediately went out to hunt for more food. Chief Klosh-kwan 
ordered two brothers to follow him, Bim and Bawn. When the 
brothers returned they were shaking and recounted what they had 
seen. 

Keesh spotted a bear, and approached the bear to within a 
very dangerous distance. He did not stalk the bear silently like a 
hunter should. Instead he made loud noises until the bear turned and 
chased him. 

Keesh then dropped something on the snow which the bear 
stopped to smell and then ate. Keesh repeated dropping these balls 
five times and each time the bear would stop and eat the ball. 

Finally the bear started pawing at its own stomach in pain 
and fell on its side. Keesh then approached the bear and killed it with 
his father’s spear. 

When Keesh once again returned to the village everyone 
asked if he was practicing witchcraft. He told them he was tired and 
hungry and would talk with them later. Hours later Keesh sent word 
that he would meet with the elders. He proceeded to tell them how he 
killed the bears. 

He picked up a piece of whale bone and curled it into a circle, 
then quickly let it soring open. The elders all jerked their heads back. 
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Then Keesh repeated the coiling of the bone. But this time he put the 
circle of bone inside a piece of seal fat and shaped it into a ball. He 
told them that he made many of these balls and left them outside to 
freeze. 

Then he would throw them to the bear that was chasing him. 
The ball of fat would melt inside the bear’s warm stomach, and the 
bone would then spring open, and cut into the bear’s stomach. The 
bear would roll over in pain. That is when Keesh could safely 
approach and spear the bear. 

So you see it was head-craft and not witch-craft that he was 
practicing. There were lots of o00’s and ahhhhh’s from the village 
elders and their wives. 

And from then on Keesh rose to be the greatest hunter 
among his people. No child or woman ever again went hungry. Keesh 
and his mother were given the biggest igloo in the village and in time 
he became the chief. 


Mr. Adam was proud of his storytelling skills and had set a high 
standard for whoever was next. One of the quietest girls in our class 
surprised us all when she asked if she could tell the next story. Her name was 
Jin and this was the first time | actually heard her voice out loud. She was 
Thai and her story was about a very popular legend that all Thai people have 
heard told many times. 

About 150 years ago, during the reign of King Mongkut, a 
beautiful girl named Nak was married to the love of her life, Tid Mak. 

Their love was true and deep. Just when Nak became pregnant, Tid 

Mak was called to serve in the army to fight in a war. Nak’s 

pregnancy was complicated by ill health and she suffered fatal 

complications. She and the baby died while giving birth. But she loved 

Tid Mak dearly and her spirit refused to cross over to the spirit side, 

so she remained as a ghost and waited for her loved one to return. 

Tid Mak returned home and was unaware that his wife was 
now a ghost. She made sure he would not find out by killing anyone 
who tried to warn Tid Mak that he was living with a ghost. They lived 
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happily, except for the odd death of a neighbor or two, or three. Life 
went on peacefully until one day she gave her secret away. While 
preparing a salad, she dropped a lemon. When it rolled across the 
floor her arm stretched out beyond human limits to retrieve it. 


Our class clown at the back of the bus yelled out, “Like in the movie, Mr. 
Incredible?” Once again we all yelled at him to shut up. Jin shrugged, as she 
was used to people not listening to her, and went on with her story. 


Tid Mak realized that his wife was no longer human and he 
ran off to the nearest temple for safety. Nak went from sad to angry 
and went on a killing spree. Many villagers died by her hand. The 
remaining villagers hired an exorcist to deal with her. She was 
captured and her ghost was imprisoned in a huge earthenware jar. 
The jar was sealed and thrown into the river. 


Our class clown started singing , “Who ya gonna’ call? Ghost Busters!” 


But the story goes on. 150 years later the jar was caught ina 
fisherman’s net. When he opened the jar to see what was inside, the 
ghost of Nak escaped. And she is still wandering around to this day. 
She is still looking for Tid Mak and taking revenge on anyone who 
would see her and reveal her ghostly state to others. 

If you see a woman who you suspect is the ghost of Nak, 
there is a way to confirm your suspicion. You must turn your back to 
her, then bend over and look down and through your legs to the 
person behind you, who you suspect to be a ghost. If she was a ghost 


Just then the driver pulled the bus off the highway, as we had arrived 
at the half way point and it was break time. A group of girls gathered around 
Jin, and for the first time she was the center of attention. They all wanted to 
know what you see when you look behind you, between your legs. | could not 
hear what she was saying, so | just joined my group and we found a table 
where we could order some more local food and drinks. 
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The spooky story had left us a little on edge so we did what we were 
good at, and changed the topic of conversation. Mason and Liam were quick 
to review all the details of their encounter with the girls at our host school. 


| was half listening and half lost in thought wondering about Nari and 
how her life had changed so rapidly. 


| can tell you as the ‘teller’ of this story - a decade after it happened - 


that there is another book waiting to be written about that thought. You will 
like it I’m sure. 
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Chapter 22- Spirits 


John was at the school waiting to take us home in his tuk tuk when 
the bus pulled in from Siem Reap to our school in PP. Mom and | hopped in 
the back and off we went, seasoned residents, unfazed by the congestion and 
mere suggestion of traffic rules. Kim was at home and a tasty “comfort meal” 
awaited us. Dad was working late but would be home soon. 


Kim wanted to hear all about our trip. She didn’t get to travel much 
and had never seen Angkor Wat, in her own country. We were tired so we 
gave her the short version of sites and events. We left out the bits about me 
and the security guys, and about Nari being taken away by CUP. Then Mom 
excused herself and went off to have a nice hot relaxing shower. Kim and | 
were alone at the kitchen counter. | asked her if she believed in ghosts. 


That was the catalyst that unleashed a flood of yet more stories. 
And there was no turning back. She rapidly wiped her wet hands on a towel, 
sat down on the stool beside me and began to spin a tale that | couldn’t have 
made up if | tried. In a rapid voice and without hardly taking a breath, she 
told me that Cambodia is full of ghosts and they were everywhere. 


Three years ago there was an uprising among the garment workers. 
She knew many of them from brief chats in the market places at lunch time 
and after work. They made $2 U.S. a day for working 12 hours and worked 6 
days a week. 


In the morning, many of the workers stood shoulder to shoulder in 
the back of a truck for up to two hours, like cattle being shipped to market, in 
order to get to work. Then, after a full day at their job, they stood again for 2 
hours in the back of the same truck, to return to their villages and families. 


She told me that the garment industry makes up about 80% of the 
production in Cambodia. There are few natural resources available beyond 
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cheap labour. Many garment factories left Thailand when the cost of wages 
for workers became too high. Cambodians were poor next door neighbours 
and worked for less. 


But the workers in Phnom Penh felt that they were being mistreated 
and they tried to revolt. So the army came in and, in the end 5 protesting 
workers were shot and killed by government soldiers. Now, the ghosts of 
those workers walked through the garment factories. Many of the workers 
started to feel their presence and were overwhelmed and feinted while 
working at their machines. 


The owners said that it was just a ventilation problem and added 
more fans. They had monks come in and bless the factories. But Kim assured 
me that the ghosts were still there. The spirits of the murdered workers are 
waiting to get to the spirit world. But they can’t get to their resting place until 
the bosses give justice to the workers. 


That was not exactly the story | was hoping for, before bed time. But | 
managed to fake a grin and thanked Kim for the charming story. As | 
unpacked my bag in my bedroom, | looked a little closer at the shirts | wore 
for the past few days. | wondered who had sewed those seams and who had 
woven the material and cut the patterns. My appreciation for the small 
things was growing as my education extended beyond the neighbourhood | 
grew up in. Check your labels. Maybe the ghost of that woman is in your 
shirt. 


Morning came and | was growing more comfortable with the routines 
in my adopted home. There was so much more | wanted to learn about this 
country while | was here. | asked Kim if she could meet me after school and 
show me where she did the shopping each day. There were markets 
frequented by tourists. But the markets she used for our daily food purchases 
were in a different location used almost exclusively by local helpers and 
maids. 
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True to her word, when | walked out of the school ground at the end 
of the day, John was waiting with The Bounty and Kim was sitting inside 
looking at her phone. She had invested in a cellular phone and her network of 
domestic helpers, as they liked to be referred to, kept the information 
highway humming faster than any news network could ever hope to. She told 
John that there was a traffic accident at the south end of the market and he 
nodded and took a circuitous route that saved us a bit of time and avoided 
the traffic jam. 


She had been using this market for a long time and she knew her 
menu items for the daily dinner from memory. When she hopped out of The 
Bounty, | had to skip along to keep up. We breezed through the market as 
she negotiated the amounts and prices for each item. She added a few 
cheerful words of encouragement to each vendor which | didn’t understand. 
But laughter is universal and it was clear that she was a source of cheer for 
many of the vendors. It was also clear that they enjoyed her passing visits 
and gave her a little bit larger portion, or a little fresher produce, than was 
necessary to the obligation of the transaction. 


The market was on 2 levels and there was a freight elevator to 
facilitate the movement of large boxes and trays of goods. | asked Kim if we 
could take that elevator and save climbing the stairs. She reminded me of her 
stories from the previous night and said that there were ghosts who rode in 
these elevators. They were patient with more than one rider in an elevator, 
and kept themselves invisible. 


But if you ever find yourself alone in an elevator, it was wise to keep 
turning in circles. Ghosts liked to appear from behind you, and ride elevators 
whenever someone was alone. You see them when you look for them in 
reflected surfaces and mirrors. So by turning in circles you could confuse 
them and they would not know where to make their appearance. Her logic 
was dizzying. 
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We made it home safely and the meal was delicious. | asked for an 
extra plate and set aside a small portion of the meal for any spirits that might 
feel a bit famished. Kim suggested that | put the plate outside on the table in 
front of the spirit house. | had noticed these two odd doll houses on 
pedestals. But it hadn’t dawned on me yet what significance it may have. 


There were two spirit houses. One was a bit larger and higher than 
the other. Kim came outside and educated me on the finer points as | laid out 
my dish of offerings. The shorter spirit house was for deceased elders. We 
had not lived here long enough, and my grandparents were all still alive. But 
Kim reminded me that there were many prior generations of my family who 
had gone on to the spirit world, to whom | should show honour and respect 
every day. 


The taller spirit house was for the gods. There were little doll sized 
figures in both houses but the smaller one had very human like old people. 
The taller one had what looked like super heroes. Kim brought out some 
incense sticks about the size of sparklers and lit them with a disposable 
lighter. She held them between her palms like she was in church praying and 
rocked back and forth on her knees while reciting some words | didn’t 
understand. The incense was sweet smelling. 


When she was done praying she stuck the incense in the grass in 
front of the spirit houses and slowly made her way back to the main house. | 
quietly followed her and didn’t feel the need to ask any more questions, at 
least not right now. 
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Chapter 23 — Home Sweet Home 


The weekend had arrived and like everyone, my family was relaxed 
and relieved that we could do whatever we wanted for the next 2 days. 
John’s Bounty was large enough to take the 3 of us anywhere we wanted. We 
had been so busy settling in and getting used to the house, the school, the 
job, the neighbourhood and the lifestyle that we had not taken time to just 
tour around. 


Dad suggested breakfast at the Foreign Correspondents Club 
followed by a site seeing tour. John was happy to earn an extra days pay as a 
private charter. He was waiting outside our driveway when we came out 
smiling and hungry. With camera in hand and an umbrella for Mom — she 
needed shade from the ever intense sun — and a bottle of water, we started 
our day. 


John’s English was not very strong and so Dad had made 
arrangements to pick up his assistant, Nima, the company lady who met us at 
the airport, to be our guide for the day. She suggested that we use the 
company van with air conditioning. But we had become enamored with the 
tuk tuk style of movement. The openness gave a much better view. And the 
smells of the street vendors cooking was delicious. An air conditioned van 
would deprive us of too much. 


Nima met us at the Foreign Correspondent’s Club, or the FCC as we 
started to call it. We climbed the narrow stairs to the restaurant on the 
second floor and were amazed at how posh it was. We had quickly 
acclimatized our taste to the food stalls and day to day food that Kim 
prepared at home. But this was a step up and not at all what we expected. 
Movies | had watched that featured foreign reports headquarters, in war torn 
countries, usually looked like run down, smelly little greasy spoons. This was 
close to fine-dining. 
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Nima had reserved a table for us near the balcony and we could look 
out over the Tonle River and Mekong River merging. It was a beautiful site. 
Along the riverfront there were flags of every country, including Canada. The 
vegetable appetizer arrived on a multi-tiered tray and | was a bit nervous 
about trying to dip my fresh vegetables into the dip without knocking the 
whole thing over. Sometimes restaurants try too hard to go for glamour and 
show, when they should just focus on the KISS principal, Keep It Simple 
Stupid. 


We did enjoy the breakfast. But | was a bit disappointed that not one 
of the restaurant customers in the FCC looked like | imagined a Foreign 
Correspondent to look like. There were no white cotton suits and white 
fedora hats, no cigar chomping reporters scratching notes in little pads, no 
sign of espionage or secret messages being passed between government 
officials and seasoned reporters. My Hollywood impressions of a news 
reporter in a war torn country were totally shattered. 


| was left with a full belly from a delicious meal, but a 
disappointment in the lack of character in this establishment. My imagination 
had far exceeded reality once again. 


When we descended to street level, John was waiting for us and we 
began our tour of the city. Along the riverfront there were numerous 
restaurants and bars. Many offered a variety of pizzas. But they advertised 
their specialty as Happy Pizza. This, | later found out, implied that they used 
a certain illegal herb as a topping. The result would be a mind alerting, 
culinary experience. But there was not a chance in hell that we would be 
sampling this local delicacy. 


As we approached the Independence Monument, which was a 
beautiful centerpiece in a traffic round about, we slowed down and watched 
a community spectacle. There on the extended boardwalk near the river was 
a group of domestic helpers and factory workers on their one day off per 
week. They wore their Sunday best clothes for their day off. Given their low 


125 


Transfer of Power 


wages, that meant that they often bought and wore seconds. These were 
clothes that were not sellable on the western market due to minor flaws. So 
the price was ‘cheap as chips’. Patterns on pockets did not line up properly. 
Underarm seams were not straight or designs were mismatched. But they 
were clean and neat and the wearers were proud of their status among the 
skilled and employed. 


They were dancing in perfect unison, like an exercise class in an 
expensive gym. As | watched | thought about how this unison dancing was a 
symbol of their national unity after so much civil war and turmoil in the 
recent past. And as | listened and watched, | was aware that this generation 
of Cambodian people were doing their version of line dancing to a very out 
dated style of music. But then again, they had lost a whole generation of the 
educated elite during the Khmer Rouge years. All the educated class had 
been executed and there was no leadership in the arts. 


Now the younger generation was more affluent and had all the 
modern technology with which to enjoy their music. But the content was 
from a departed generation. The music was a bit slow for my taste and it all 
sounded rather sad from the tone of the singers. If | were allowed, | would 
have plugged in my phone and given them some new and happier sounds 
that may have lifted their spirits. 


We had already seen the main markets. Now Nima asked John to 
take us to the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. It was also known as S-21. The 
Khmer Rouge had taken over a high schoo! in Phnom Penh during the 1970’s 
and turned it into a torture prison. It was pretty much kept intact to this day. 
There were numerous pictures of the prisoners who had been tortured there. 
Why on earth would the guards take so many pictures of people from their 
own country who they intended to torture and kill? 


We spent an hour walking through the grounds and quietly 
contemplating the suffering of so many innocent souls. It was a difficult 
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experience and | was happy to see our tour end. But | was also feeling a much 
greater awareness of what these citizens had gone through so recently. 


That tour also made me appreciate why so many Cambodians had a 
ghost story to tell. The history of the country had been chopped up and 
shredded by a mad man who made Hitler look like Santa Claus. Yet no one | 
knew in Canada had ever heard about it. Cambodian books had been 
burned, millions of citizens murdered and now it was getting a new lease on 
the world stage. Companies were lining up to open factories with cheap 
labour. 


But when you talk to most Cambodian citizens they will tell you they 
don’t know much about their country’s history. Yet, they do feel the presence 
of the wandering spirits from that nightmare of their past. Some folks, like 
Kim, told stories about hearing babies crying at night. When you would go to 
investigate the source of the sound, there would be nothing there except a 
tree with suspicious red marking on the trunk. 


We moved our tour along to more pleasant investigations. Nima took 
us to a silk factory where Mom fell in love with the bolts of material. The staff 
showed us how they raise the silk worms. The worms, which look more like 
the millions of caterpillars in the spring in Canada, spin a cocoon. 


Then when they hatch, and through that amazing metamorphosis 
the new butterfly emerges, the empty silk cocoon is harvested and boiled, 
then spun into silk thread. 


Expert craftsmen stretch these hundreds of threads out onto a 
horizontal loom with alternating up and down threads. Next they pass dyed 
silk thread in the opposite direction and then reverse the up and down 
threads with a foot pedal. This is repeated over and over and the cloth slowly 
rolls out like a newspaper with no deadline. 
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| was mesmerized by this process and started to feel a bit light 
headed with the speed that they could reverse and alternate the direction of 
the thread spindle. | was in a trance like state. Slowly my eyes started to 
recognize the pattern that was evolving in the silk cloth. | could clearly 
visualize the letters H-E-L-P woven into the pattern of the material in 
beautiful script writing. 


| felt like President George Bush, when he was reading with some 
kindergarten kids, and his security guards told him about an airplane hitting 
the World Trade Center on 9/11. | sat there not knowing how | should react. 


The young woman operating the loom turned to look at me and gave 
me a big smile full of white teeth. | felt very confused. If she needed help, 
why was she smiling? | didn’t look forward to a repeat of the Nari rescue 
adventure in Angkor Wat. | like to help people. But I’m not hero. 


| asked our company guide Nima to help me. When | pointed to the 
letters in the bottom corner of the woven silk, | asked her if this was how 
Cambodians spell the word help. Nima laughed and | was regretting asking 
for her assistance. 


She returned to a more serious expression and told me that the 
letters were not English, although | might have imagined them to be. They 
were Khmer writing, which some people called worm writing because it is so 
curly it looked like a pail of worms rolled in ink and crawled across a page. In 
fact the artist had added her name to the cloth. It looked like HELP to me. 


When | considered this, | decided | might need to go for an eye 
examination. Or maybe | just needed to relax my overactive imagination. | 
smiled back at the weaver and moved on to watch the silk worms spin more 
cocoons. 
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It might be said that | was like one of those worms. | was going 
through my own metamorphosis and with any luck | would leave my cocoon 
soon and fly off to explore more of this amazing part of the world while we 
were living here. 


Thank you for reading my story. It’s been 10 long years since these 
events but they are still part of me. | hope some day you come to visit 
Cambodia and experience your own adventures. 


— ll ee 


HAMAS 


Documentary on Cambodia and Angkor Wat 


https://www.youtube.com/watch ?v=h8QBxNzQvNl 
Apsara Dance 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Erbp1lsk96M 
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GLOSSARY 


Chapter 1 

Frailty - the condition of being weak and delicate 

Alliance - an association of groups, people, or nations who agree to 
cooperate to achieve a common goal 

Stilted - lacking fluency so as to be halting or unnatural in flow 

Tiara - a small jeweled semicircular headdress worn by a woman on formal 
occasions 

Sarong - a traditional south-east Asian garment for men or women, 
consisting of a length of fabric wrapped and tied around the body at the 
waist or under the arms 

Introvert - a shy person who tends not to socialize much 

Secondment - to transfer an employee, official, or soldier temporarily to 
other duties 

Smitten - Pure, uncontrollable, excitingly overwhelming, romantic 
thoughts/feelings towards a certain someone 

Narrative - a spoken or written account of connected events; a story. 


Chapter 2 

Traumatic - emotionally disturbing or distressing. 

Anecdotal - based on personal accounts rather than facts or research. 
Circumnavigate - sail or travel all the way around the world 

Demonic - resembling, or characteristic of demons or evil spirits 


Chapter 4 

Precariously - circumstances beyond one's control, unstable 
Ubiquitous - appearing, or found everywhere. 

Boutique - a small store selling fashionable clothes or accessories 
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Chapter 5 

synchronized - operate at the same time or rate 

tarpaulins - heavy-duty waterproof cloth, originally of tarred canvas. 
genre - a Category of artistic composition, as in music or literature, 
characterized by similarities in form, style, or subject matter. 

tolerant - showing willingness to allow the existence of opinions or 
behavior that one does not necessarily agree with. 

vendor - a person or company offering something for sale, especially a 
trader in the street. 

crucifix - a representation of a cross with a figure of Jesus Christ on it. 
brica brac- a miscellaneous collection of small articles commonly of 
ornamental or sentimental value 

tuk tuk - a vehicle with three wheels and an engine, typically with open 
sides, that is used as a taxi 


Chapter 6 

Enhanced - intensify, increase, or further improve the quality, value, or 
extent of 

Recalibrations - check the scale of an instrument giving measurements, 


Chapter 7 

Oligarch - a very rich business leader with a great deal of influence 
discretely - apart or detached from others and in a mannerly way 
repression - the action of subduing someone or something by force 


Chapter 8 
Remediation - the giving of support teaching or therapy 
Hyperbole - exaggerated statements not meant to be taken literally 
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Chapter 9 
Parody - an imitation of a style with exaggeration for comic effect. 
Deities - a god or goddess (in a polytheistic religion). 


Chapter 10 

Units of Inquiry - a 6-8 week in-depth exploration of a concept 
Moderator - one who presides over a meeting, or discussion 
primary source - an original source of information about the topic. 
terminology - words used with a particular subject of study 


Chapter 11 

Ingenious - (of a person) clever, original, and inventive. 

Tolerable - able to be endured. 

Intense - showing strong feelings or opinions 

Rhetorical — no answer expected, asked in order to produce an effect 


Chapter 12 

Lanyard - a cord passed around the neck, shoulders 

Hierarchy - people or groups are ranked one above the other according 
to status or authority. 

Ubiquitous - found everywhere, like 7-Elevens 


Chapter 13 

Regime - a government, especially an authoritarian one 

domestic - relating to the running of a home or to family relations. 
Genocide - the deliberate killing of a large group of people, especially 
those of a particular ethnic group or nation 

Liberators - a person who liberates a person from oppression. 


Detonated - explode or cause to explode. 
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Chapter 14 

Oblivious - not aware of or not concerned about what is happening 
around one 

Amok - steam cooking a curry in banana leaves 

Ambience - the character and atmosphere of a place. 

Agitated - feeling or appearing troubled or nervous 

Menagerie - a collection of wild animals kept in captivity for exhibition 
Perennial - lasting or existing for a long or continually recurring. 


Chapter 15 

Ambitious - showing a strong desire and determination to succeed 
Halal - meat prepared as prescribed by Muslim law. 

Rehydrate - to drink water after dehydration from exercise. 
Parasols - a light umbrella used to give shade from the sun. 
Pachyderm - a very large mammal with thick skin, an elephant, 
rhinoceros, or hippopotamus. 

Endeavored - try hard to do or achieve something. 

Intimidated - frighten someone, in order to make them do what one 
wants 

Mandatory - required by law or rules; compulsory 


Chapter 16 
Conspiratorial - suggesting that they share secret knowledge with 
another person. 
Sleuth - a detective 
Respite - a short period of rest or relief from something difficult 
bas-relief - a sculpture, carving, or molding in a stone wall 
apsara - a female spirit of the clouds in Hindu and Buddhist culture. 
Beautiful, supernatural female beings 
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Chapter 17 

Imperative - an essential or urgent thing Mortar - 

Hordes - a large group of people 

Meager - lacking in quantity or quality. 

Remuneration - money paid for work or a service 

Astonished - greatly surprised or impressed; amazed 

Protruded - extend beyond or above a surface 

Urchin - a mischievous young child, especially one who is poorly or 
raggedly dressed 


Chapter 18 
Surrogate - a substitute, in a specific role or office. 


Trepidation - a feeling of fear about something that may happen 


Chapter 19 

embellished - make something more attractive by the addition of 
decorative details or features. 

retention - keeping something in one's memory or continuing to hold a 
substance 


Chapter 20 
Humiliation — Feeling shamed , embarrassed or disgraced 
Appeased - satisfy someone by accepting their demands 


Chapter 21 

Incarceration - the state of being confined in prison; imprisonment 
Inquisitive - unduly curious about the affairs of others; prying. 
Fatal - causing death. 
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Chapter 22 

Circuitous - longer than the most direct way. 

Obligation - the condition of being morally or legally bound to do 
something 

Famished - extremely hungry 


Chapter 23 

Enamored - filled with a feeling of love 

Culinary - of or for cooking 

Seconds — products that have flaws or errors in sewing 

Affluent - having a great deal of money; wealthy. 

Metamorphosis - transformation from an immature form to an adult 
form in two or more distinct stages, like a catapillar to a butterfly 
Mesmerized - hold the attention of someone 


2B RR RK 6 oR OK oR ok OK OK KK 


How to Define a Word Without a Dictionary (Bangkok Post) 


Using Context 


e® Watch for synonyms 
, ® Watch for antonyms 


® Notice groups and examples 
= Look for explanations of technical terms 


® Use the overall context $ 
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